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Thanks Katie for helping me think of some funny ideas 
when I got stuck. 


Creeperslandia is a real place. 


I hope you journey there with me into its wonderful 
darkness, where we might perhaps escape, even if for only 
a Short while. 
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ason hadn’t seen his grandfather in years, and today he 

would watch him die. Walking across the parking lot, 

the hot, mid-afternoon sun blared oppressively down 
on him until entered the hospice and everything went dim. 
His pupils shrank, adjusting to the sterile, white hallway, 
and his heart began to pound and grow tight, cramping his 
chest. This was a building of death and no return, where 
people enter and never leave. His legs began to tingle, a 
primitive response for escape. The urge to run out of this 
place was overwhelming and it was hard not to turn around 
and leave. 

The cold a/c was refreshing, and he batted his shirt, 
letting the heat escape. Wandering the hall, a large, 
chipped wooden sign was hung, slightly off balance. It read, 
Jesus loves you, in faded hand-painted words. There were 
stinging prickling feelings behind his eyes, but he pushed 
them back before any moisture came, not wanting to cry 
about a man he hadn’t seen since he was a little boy. Just 
being sad about it at all seemed out of place, inappropriate 
somehow, he felt ashamed and embarrassed. Would 
grandpa even remember me? 

The sound of white sneakers pattered towards him. It 
was a nurse holding a stack of fresh bedding, heaping in 


both arms. She looked over, catching the small glint of 
wetness in his eyes, and gave an understanding smile. A 
sense of relief washed over him as he made his way to the 
center of the building, passing an old woman in her 
wheelchair, puttering it along with her feet. The nurse’s 
station, the middle of the giant room, was a silent 
commotion, swarming but polite and quiet. The staff spoke 
in hushed voices, barely audible. He stood there for a 
moment and an elderly black woman with friendly creases 
around her eyes greeted him, her bifocals dangling to her 
chest. 

Jason cleared his throat. “Hi, I’m here to see Herman 
Nguyen.” 

The nurse smiled and typed on her keyboard, putting on 
the glasses. She squinted at the monitor and the bifocals 
began to slip to the tip of her nose as she mumbled 
something. “Oh, I see it now. Oh yeah. Mr. Nguyen is in 
room 608.” She got a file from the counter behind her. “T’ll 
take you over there.” Coming from behind the desk, she led 
him down a hall where they passed a Coke vending 
machine. It buzzed that electrical sound and as Jason went 
by, he thought he might get one on the way out. Thirst was 
making the inside of his mouth dry and papery and with all 
this rushing over here, he hadn’t had anything to drink in 
hours. A nurse poked her head out of one of the rooms “Is 
that the grandson?” 

“Yep, we’re comin.” The nurse quickened her pace, 
leading him in there. 

Inside, loud, labored breathing, caused his heart to thud 
as he got closer. The room was small and stark white, like 
the hallway. From where Jason stood, all you could see was 
an empty bed with some bunched-up blankets on it, sun-lit 
by a single window. 

“You got here just in time.” The nurse whispered. “He’s 
almost ready to go.” She brought him to the other side of 
the bed where he was startled to see his grandpa, a thin 


Asian man wrapped up in the blankets, grey sprigs of hair 
jutting from his forehead, eyes staring towards the window, 
mouth open wide. He was so small and frail that the bed 
still looked empty, even as you looked right at him. There 
was no form under the blankets and Jason didn’t want to 
uncover him to look. 

Gusts of hot air hit Jason in the face with every 
exaggerated breath from his grandpa's gaping mouth. 

“I’m so glad you made it.” The nurse touched his 
shoulder. 

His grandpa, who he had always remembered as having 
a swarthy tan, was as white as the sheets he was wrapped 
in. It startled him how much they looked the same. Since 
his childhood, Jason had transformed from a soft and 
round, rather meek little boy, into a lean, rigid-looking man. 
Now, as an adult, he was underweight and almost spindly at 
times. His shoulders were wide like a swimmer, and they 
had the same hair. He wondered how light his hair would 
go with old age if he got there. It was wiry and crass, and 
never laid down. Jason could feel the stress in his back and 
tried not to hunch too much, something he realized was 
subconscious. His grandpa had always mentioned keeping 
his posture straight. Jason waved a hand near his face, but 
his grandpa’s eyes didn’t focus or look at him. 

“Can he see me?” Jason asked. 

“I’m not sure but he can hear you.” The nurse brought a 
rolling chair from the corner. 

Jason leaned in closer, where the breaths were so heavy, 
each one was warm on his cheeks as he hugged boney 
shoulders and rubbed his frail back. “I love you, grandpa. 
Sorry, it took me so long. I got here as fast as I could.” 
Jason reached backward and pulled the rolling chair under 
him to sit down. Something poked him in the rear, and he 
turned. 

There was a doll in the chair. 


It was almost life-size but a little smaller. A little man 
with a balding red comb-over. The head was tilted as if it 
were curious. The eyes were a little oversized like a child. 
Its fixed smile was obnoxious, exaggerated by one missing 
tooth. Jason was taken aback at its outfit. Very dapper with 
a baby blue bow tie and red suspenders. Little loafers on its 
feet with tassels. 

He picked it up, surprised to find it was heavier than a 
regular doll for some reason. Half the weight between a 
doll and a real toddler and he carried it like a real child, 
comfortably from under the arms, taking it to the other side 
of the room, placing it on a dresser. His grandpa’s heavy 
breathing was rhythmic and overbearing. The thought of 
being alone with someone who was dying was crushing 
anxiety. As he sat down in the rolling chair, the nurse 
turned to leave and was gone before he could say anything. 

Jason’s right leg began to go electric with tingles. He 
could run away, escape this small room where death was 
happening. He didn’t want to be in here. The old, dying 
man gazed blankly across the room at nothing, but not 
really nothing, something Jason could only feel but not see. 
His grandpa was staring into the space between life and 
death, and it was creeping slowly, inevitably closer. Jason 
didn’t want to be alone in here and cleared his throat and 
called out, but no one came, and he could hear the patter of 
white sneakers moving away in the distance and the hot 
electric buzz of the Coke machine. 

Growing more parched, partly from the nerves, his 
tongue kept sticking to the top of his mouth. The dummy 
slumped sideways, stared at him from the dresser, smiling. 
Jason tried not to look at the doll. The dummy’s outfit, its 
loafers, button-down shirt, bow tie, and red suspenders 
made him more uncomfortable somehow. The thing was too 
neat, cold, uncaring and the wide blue eyes were 
completely void of any emotion. It seemed to mock the 
entire situation, gawking at him from over there. 


Jason looked away, out the window as a large, sky- 
covering cloud passed over, dimming the room. He reached 
for his grandpa’s hand, spotted brown and frail. Squeezed 
it lightly and tried not to stare at his mouth hanging open. 
It was hard not to look. The breathing echoed, taking every 
inch of the tiny room. 


ason sunk into a comfortable, faux leather couch by the 

nurse’s station trying to create some form of normalcy, 

whatever that was. Thinking of what he should be 
doing instead of just sitting there, waiting to fill out 
paperwork was too confusing. Should he be crying? Should 
he be more sad? His grandfather had just died. But no big 
feelings rose from inside him. Emotionally, he was as 
desolate as a desert, there was simply not much there to 
get stirred up. He barely remembered his grandpa. The tv 
was ticking through a string of commercials as he sat there 
waiting for the caretaker to arrive, sipped what was left of 
the coke he had bought from the vending machine, the 
bubbles danced on his tongue. The nurse that had taken 
him to his grandpa’s room came over and sat next to him. 

She spoke softly. “How are you doing honey?” 

“T’ll be ok.” Jason didn’t want to talk right now but there 
was no way to get out of it. The nurse scooted a little 
closer, and the cushions dropped down bringing Jason into 
an awkward lean. 

She looked very kind and seemed to think of him as a 
relative she needed to comfort. “Yes. It will take some time, 
but you'll feel better.” 

“Actually, I do feel fine.” 


She nodded graciously. 

Jason started tapping his Coke can with his index finger, 
wanting to move this along. “I hadn’t seen him in years.” 

“Oh really?” She leaned in a little more. 

“Yeah, I hadn’t seen him since I was little, so about 
twenty years ago.” 

“Oh wow. Your family isn’t close?” She seemed sad about 
this, which annoyed him, he didn’t want the attention. 

“I guess not,” Jason said sarcastically. Then he softened 
a little. “Why was he admitted?” 

“Let me go get his chart. I’ll be right back.” The nurse 
left. 

Jason watched her move around the desk, finding the 
file. She returned to sit next to him, opened it, put her 
bifocals on and read. “Says that he came in unresponsive 
last week. A UPS guy saw him lying on the floor in the 
house. Called an ambulance.” 

“So did he ever wake up?” 

“No. He never did.” The nurse said sadly. “But I’m sure 
he died of dementia. He has a file with the county that says 
he had a few incidents over these last couple of years. 
Wandering, confusion. In the end, this is the typical way it 
goes for dementia patients.” 

Jason held his head down feeling a little ashamed. “I 
didn’t know he had dementia. Like I said. We didn’t keep up 
with each other.” He had one more question. One he didn’t 
want to ask. “Why was I called? Did you call anyone else to 
come see him?” 

The nurse looked down at the file studying it, drawing 
her finger across the page, reading carefully, and nodding. 
“No. Just you. You’re the only living relative.” 

A flash of pain hit Jason right behind his eyes and a few 
tears streaked down his cheeks. He wiped them away. 

The nurse patted his knee. “It will be ok.” 

Through the side entrance, a man in a navy-blue suit and 
crisp white shirt headed straight for the nurse’s station. It 


was obvious he made this route regularly, with rhythmic 
steps clipping the floor, Jason noticed the freshly polished 
cowboy boots. Following him was a younger man, also 
looked very professional, rolling in a gurney. They spoke 
with southern drawls and had a folksy way of talking, 
reminding Jason of tv evangelicals. The staff said their 
familiar “Hellos” and took them to his grandpa’s room. 
Jason followed in line, pardoned himself through the group 
as the staff stepped outside to give him a moment of 
privacy. 

He went over to the bed and looked down at his grandpa 
for a last look. His eyes had been closed. It seemed like he 
was just sleeping, which panicked Jason. The natural 
inclination was he wanted to ask if he really had passed 
away but when he saw the fingers, the white paper skin 
and purpled tips, hands clasped together, it was obvious. 
The body is a shell that you escape from in death, 
transforming from living, breathing flesh to a husk, like a 
cicada’s sluffed skin. The form is still there but no one is 
inside. And he could see it. He could feel it too. The energy 
had changed, there was simply nothing inside the body he 
peered down at. 

More curious than anything, Jason reached for his 
grandfather’s cold hand and squeezed. Something feathery 
tickled his palm. Brushing his hand along the cold, purpled 
fingertips, there was something dug in under a fingernail. 
Whisps of red hair and a prick that looked like a plastic 
splinter was stuck deep under the nail bed. Gently, he 
plucked the hair out from the fingernail and looked at it, 
examined it closer. It was fake, cherry-colored, and not real 
hair. It was synthetic, like hair from a cheap wig, a few 
inches long. Disgusted, he dropped the strands and they 
drifted down, onto his white sneakers. The caretakers came 
in very quietly, said a few kind words in low tones, almost 
whispers, and offered a prayer. Jason nodded and the two 


men started to recite in perfect unison, part of the staff 
entered the room, heads down, reciting line by line. 

It was like a church service. The caretaker’s thick 
southern accents drifted out of them, full of eloquent 
cadences, enveloping the tiny box room in peace and 
warmth. In that moment Jason felt whole with his grandpa 
for one final time. 

When the prayer had been said, no one spoke and for a 
few seconds, they were all silent, respecting the peace that 
filled the room. 

“Thank you,” Jason said and a nurse, a short Filipino 
woman in pink scrubs, very warmly hugged him tight. He 
patted her on the back, saying “Thank you” again. 

“He’s in heaven now.” She said. 

Her words were simple, but Jason could feel something 
stirring in him, it was warm and deep. She leaned against 
him as the caretakers, very courteously unzipped a large 
black bag, similar to a regular garbage bag. 

Jason took one last good look at his grandpa and left the 
room so they could continue. A few minutes later they 
wheeled the gurney out, Grandpa in the body bag. The staff 
lined the hall in quiet respect as the gurney rolled outside 
and was lifted into a large, just washed, black suburban. 
Jason thanked all the staff as politely as he could, but it was 
very awkward and as he spoke to everyone he struggled 
with the right words. “Thanks for your help. Thank you so 
much.” There was nothing else he could think to say and 
after he finished thanking everyone, he shuffled back to the 
room to collect his grandpa’s things. 

In the emptiness there, tired and stooping, Jason 
searched through the drawers looking for clothes but found 
only one outfit, must have been what Grandpa wore when 
he was admitted. Khaki pants, a nice pair of loafers, a red 
polo shirt, and a few rolls of bright yellow hospital socks. 
The Filipino nurse who had hugged him came in. “I’ll get 
you a bag to take those home.” 


Jason held everything in his arms, waiting for her to 
return, and was trying not to get overwhelmed. At this 
point, he just wanted out of here. He looked outside the 
window, at a small tree by the side of the building. A 
minute later, the nurse returned with a bag, and quietly, 
she came over behind him, waiting for Jason to turn 
around. As he did, she was smiling, holding out the red- 
headed doll. She tried to get him to take it. 

Jason leaned back. “Oh no thank you. I’ll just leave that 
here?” He said in a question. 

“You sure? It was real important to your grandpa. He 
kept it next to him. He must have really loved this thing.” 

“He did?” Jason was confused. How could anybody love 
a doll? 

Jason didn’t care for dolls, in fact, he was kind of scared 
of them. 

The nurse noticed his recoil. “I’m not into dolls either. 
But yeah, he loved this thing. I know he’d want you to have 
it.” She held it out towards him again, wiggling it. 

“No, I couldn’t. Ugh. I’ll just donate it. Could y’all do 
that for me?” 

“Sure, we can.” She smiled and looked down at it, 
stroking its hair. “I’m sure it’ll make a nice toy for 
somebody.” The nurse stuck her arm up the doll's back and 
tucked her hand behind its mouth. 

She turned and faced Jason, looking at him with 
excitement. “Hello.” The nurse said in a funny voice. 

Jason laughed. A nervous ping hit deep inside him, and 
he looked into the doll’s glassy, perfect blue eyes. He knew 
it was impossible, but he could feel it staring back at him. 
He shook his head a little, getting loose of that illogical, 
dreadful thought. 

The nurse giggled and her mouth raised to an impossibly 
high smile, taking more than half her face. Her eyes 
widened showing the entire round iris. “Heh. Heh.” She 
laughed. 


Jason smiled, not knowing what he should do, held the 
clothes in his arms, and was ready to leave. 

The nurse took a step closer, the doll's legs dangling 
from the seat of her arm. It seemed to smile at him. “Hey, 
Jason.” She said in a funny tone. 

“Hi.” Jason winced uncomfortably. 

“T killed your grandfather.” The nurse grinned, taking 
short little steps closer. “I can kill you too.” 

Jason went back, bumping the wall behind him. She 
leaned in, holding the doll out in front of her. Its tiny loafers 
kicked against his stomach. He swatted, grabbed it by the 
head, and yanked it off of her arm. 

Her eyes shrunk to confused squints and her grin 
lowered, cracked around the edges. She licked her lips and 
blinked. 

Jason was still for a moment, unnerved. “Why did you 
say that?” 

Confused, the nurse blinked, “Say what?” 


ason called the hotel on his way back to Austin. 

Canceling the room was not an issue because he was 

calling well before 6 pm. That was the standard cut-off 
time for hotel cancelations in his experience. It was good 
because he really couldn’t afford to pay for a night in a 
hotel room if he didn’t need to. To say money was tight was 
an understatement. He had to borrow the funds from his 
roommate, Danny, just to make this emergency trip and he 
was happy he’d be back this weekend to work his shifts at 
Subway. Otherwise, he’d run short this month on rent, 
something he’d only done once before. And Danny didn’t 
like that because then he’d have to cover it and then Jason 
would pay his half back as soon as he could, usually a week 
late. But that put an understandable strain on the 
friendship. 

Lucky for him, all that was being avoided. He was even 
beating the afternoon traffic but as Jason rode the freeway 
out of Houston, his mood was getting worse. From the 
anxiety of his grandpa’s death on into something else, his 
thoughts wrapped around the same things over and over. 
The last time he had seen his grandpa was when he was a 
boy. They had a falling out you could say. His grandpa 
wouldn’t speak to him even though Jason tried everything 


he could. Sending him letters and calling the last number 
he had before it was changed. He’d always thought of his 
childhood as being in two halves. Before his dad left and 
afterward when he’d only hear from him on Christmas and 
eventually, he fully disappeared around when Jason was 
twelve. 

Ten years old was the big fire. The thoughts looped 
again. When he was five, he could remember that hot sun, 
swimming pool, popsicle, Kiddie Playland summer at his 
grandpa’s. His mom and dad had loaded up the station 
wagon, full of luggage, Jason bored in the backseat, 
reading a horror novel most of the way. When they got to 
the big, old, two-story house by Rice University, grandpa 
greeted him with a smile, open arms, and a good, tight hug. 
That summer they had loads of fun. Jason swam almost 
every day in the pool out back, and they went to Kiddie 
Playland at least three times. Kiddie Playland was like a 
permeant mini fairground near Rice University, with small 
carnival rides, like a Ferris wheel and a carousel and games 
and it even had horses to ride. Jason loved it and grandpa 
didn’t mind taking him, finding a bench to sit on while 
Jason ran around the place, wild. 

His parents left him there in Houston for about three 
weeks and it was a blast. And that’s what he mostly 
remembered about his grandpa. After that a few years later 
they moved to Houston. That was when Jason was around 
nine and the problems started. His dad and grandpa 
weren't getting along, and his parents were headed for 
divorce. And then there was the fire at the school. Jason 
didn’t remember how it started but he was blamed for it. 
The gym was completely gone. Thank god no one was hurt. 
Jason was getting on a school bus during the evacuation 
and that’s when one of his teachers saw the little gas can. 
The spout was sticking out of his backpack. Jason was 
escorted to the police department and his parents were 
called. They questioned Jason and he kept repeating he 


didn’t know what happened. After several visits with an 
expensive child psychologist, he was diagnosed as a 
schizophrenic that had episodes of blackouts, some Jason 
tried to argue away. But how can you prove you don’t have 
blackouts. How would you even know? 

Jason tried not to think of that now and wiped the tears 
from his cheeks, surprised he still had feelings about it. It 
had been so long. He didn’t have any guilt about the fire. 
And how could he have feelings for something he didn’t 
remember? What hurt was the disappointment from his 
parents and his grandfather who became distant after that. 

His parents made the logical choice of moving back to 
Austin, most likely to help Jason get a fresh start where no 
one knew about him. They tried everything to make him 
feel normal, even with the new meds. They didn’t want him 
to feel isolated or “different.” Despite all their efforts, 
nothing felt quite ordinary, and he’d always had trouble 
making friends after that. 


A few days later 


ason lit the cigarette and took a deep drag, blooming 

the smoke out through his nose, staring down at his 

sneakers. They were white but faded with grey cracks 
where the leather was giving way. He needed a new pair 
but didn’t know when he’d have the money. There was a 
cool breeze and gloomy, bulging clouds were growing 
heavy over the sandwich shop. This 15-minute break 
couldn’t be long enough. He could just go home now and 
get fired if it was all the same. The job wasn’t terrible, and 
he didn’t hate working there but as he gazed down at the 
concrete there it was, on him. He forgot about the mayo 
plastered all over his apron. A bottle of the low-calorie 
mayonnaise had exploded when he was putting it on a 
footlong sub. Someone hadn’t screwed the cap on tight the 
night before. Probably him, so he wasn’t too angry about it. 
But the mayo went everywhere, and when he brushed it, it 
just smeared, and throughout the day his apron caught 
other things, most of which he had scraped off but for now, 


there were tiny slivers of lettuce stuck to him and it looked 
like that festive easter grass. 

Deciding to give it another go at cleaning it off, he 
pulled a wadded napkin from his pocket and smeared it 
across the fabric, making everything worse. That’s when 
the phone rang. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi is this, Jason Nguyen?” 

“Yes.” 

“Hi, this is Joe Schafer calling from Houston about your 
grandpa Herman Nguyen.” 

Jason couldn’t imagine why anyone would call him. Had 
something gone wrong somehow? 

“Ok. What’s going on?” 

“Well, I’m an old friend of his. We go back for a long, 
long time.” 

“Oh, that’s cool. Nice to meet you.” 

“And I’m also his lawyer.” The man chuckled. 

“Oh. Ok.” 

“Yes. We were close and I will really miss him. And I 
wanted to give you my condolences. He was a wonderful 
man. I’ve known him for many years.” 

“Thank you. Yes, he was a lot of fun.” 

“So, it’s good to speak with you and well let's see.” 

Jason could hear papers being shuffled and took a long 
drag from the cigarette. 

“Jason, you are the next of kin and are set to inherit 
property and a trust, it says here. The trust should go into 
effect in a few weeks after everything is processed. Then 
you'll have access to the bank accounts and the funds. But 
it does take a while to process.” 

“Huh.” Jason huffed. 

“Would you be able to come into my office sometime this 
week?” 

“What kind of property?” 

“That would be estate on Willowick Rd. And trust fund.” 


“Do you mean a house?” 

“Yes, that is correct.” 

Jason paused, the cigarette smoke wafting in his face. 

“I know this may come as shocking to you.” 

“Yes. Yes, it is shocking.” 

“Can you come by my office this week?” 

Jason looked up at the green and yellow Subway sign. A 
minivan had parked and a family of five trailed in like a row 
of ducks, the dad towing behind in the back. There was a 
little blob of mayo on his finger. He crunched up the napkin 
into a tight ball, wondering how long it would take him to 
move. 


Coming home 


] n the late morning, Jason arrived in River Oaks and the 
trip from Austin to Houston was made in record time. 

Only 3 hours because he was speeding the whole way 
and when he stopped to pump gas, he ran in the Bucky’s to 
pee and grabbed a breakfast burrito and a soda on the way 
out. Usually, on road trips there were multiple stops, but 
not today. He wanted to hurry it up. Heat beamed into the 
old Honda and the a/c had been fizzing out on him, not 
putting out that much cold air. A little sunburn had started, 
reddening his arms and cheeks. His skin was hot to the 
touch, and he rolled the windows down to enjoy the breeze 
and get some fresh air into the car as it pushed down Kirby. 

The enormous oak trees were exceptionally wonderous 
and large. Their branches shaded the entire road at times, 
filtering the sunlight as Jason’s clunky twenty-year-old 
Honda drifted and wound through the old-fashioned 
neighborhood. It was humming with morning action. Tan 
women, in neon shorts, jogged effortlessly, their dogs 
bouncing beside them, and Hispanic nannies wheeled 
toddlers in expensive, decked-out strollers for routine 


morning walks. No one gave notice as the car trudged 
along the bending road. 

The address, he checked again on the piece of scrap 
paper, was a surprise to him. It was one of the larger 
houses in the neighborhood and had one of the biggest 
yards he had seen, maybe ever. It was a chipped-paint 
plantation home. One of the shudders downstairs was 
hanging loose, something he could fix easily, but everything 
else looked in shape. It was old and by the style, he 
couldn’t be sure how old. It couldn’t possibly be a real 
plantation home, but it looked ancient. The Honda turned 
down the driveway. It was stretched out between 
overgrown bushes and a thick magnolia tree, seeming to 
never end as it circled behind the house to the back. There 
was another car already parked, a white Mercedes, where 
the lawyer, Mr. Schafer was ruffling through loose 
paperwork. 

They got out and greeted each other. 

Schafer looked to be in his sixties. His golden tan and 
black dyed hair was a youthful contrast to the deep 
wrinkles from years of sun and vacation. The balding also 
asserted his age. The suit he wore was very normal, just 
black with a red nonchalant tie. With his big toothy grin, 
you could tell he was friendly and had to have a sense of 
humor. The handshake was warm, so Jason could tell that 
this guy was actually friends with his grandpa. Schafer 
pulled him in for a hug, giving him a hardy pat on the back. 
“Nice to meet you. Sorry, it’s under these circumstances.” 

“Nice to meet you, too.” Jason smiled even though it was 
awkward being touched. He could feel his shirt stuck to his 
back and was sure Mr. Schafer had noticed the sweat. The 
a/c in the Honda had been pushing out hot air since he got 
to the city line. Embarrassing damp rings circled under his 
armpits, and he prayed the house, by some miracle, had the 
air conditioning on and was cold inside. 


Mr. Schafer grimaced as he ducked down back into his 
car, pulling out a large key chain with too many keys on it. 
“Here it is.” 

Standing on the back porch, Jason didn’t say anything 
and just watched the jumble of keys. Mr. Schafer rattled 
each one into the lock, struggling to get it free again. A 
small camera was pointing at them, near the bottom of a 
window. He figured most houses in this neighborhood must 
have them. It was a good idea if you were going to live ina 
fancy neighborhood like this. Schafer was still struggling 
with the keys. This took a few minutes of going through 
each of them, finally reaching one with a piece of tape on it. 
That did the trick, and they went in. Thank god it was cool 
inside, and the a/c whirred through the vents, hitting Jason 
with a blast of chill air just as he entered. He smiled. 

Inside, it was musty, not rank but it had that stale 
feeling and needed to be aired out. They opened a few 
windows to get a breeze going through the house and 
looked around downstairs. The home’s back entrance was 
the kitchen, which was outdated with bulky, old, white to 
yellow-tinge appliances from the 90s. The counter was 
plain white tile and there was blue stripped wallpaper, a 
style that was popular back then but considered gawky 
today. A small tv sat on the counter by the windows, an old 
telephone, and an answering machine, and a few vintage 
cookie jars lining the counter on the other side. There was 
a coffee machine that needed to be cleaned. He wished it 
was a Keurig. There was another camera above a bookcase 
by the breakfast table. Schafer saw him notice it. He 
smiled. “Your grandfather was very precautious.” 

“Did he ever have a break-in?” 

“T believe so but nothing bad happened. And that was a 
long time ago. This neighborhood is pretty safe, and they 
even have their own police.” 

“Oh wow.” Jason nodded. “This house is nice.” He said 
politely, annoyed that the kitchen needed to be updated, 


but he didn’t have any money to do that. Maybe there 
would be enough in the trust to change things around the 
house, but he wasn’t too hopeful. He had heard a lot of 
wealthy people were actually “house rich.” Where you have 
a mansion, but you can’t buy food. You own some nice 
things, but you can’t do a lot because you don’t have much 
money. The dated decor convinced him this was the case 
with his grandpa, and his stomach sunk, maybe this whole 
thing wasn’t so great after all. He wasn’t too enthusiastic to 
see the rest of the house. Mr. Schafer stepped over to the 
kitchen table and leaned over the paperwork, flipping 
through it, seeming to check everything, and called Jason 
over. “I have an appointment at 11. Sorry to be in a rush.” 

“Oh, no worries.” 

Schafer looked at his watch. “Cutting it a little close 
today.” He ruffled the papers and stacked them neatly. 
“These documents say that you have been notified about all 
of your holdings. I do have the trust documents that I will 
go over with you later this week. I’m just waiting for them 
to come in from Fidelity. But this paperwork is just to say 
that I have contacted you and we are processing the 
estate.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Jason leaned into the counter and 
signed a few papers, skimming over the information as he 
went. 

Mr. Schafer looked around the kitchen, focusing on 
every detail. “This place hasn’t changed one bit since I was 
last here.” 

“When was that?” 

“A few years ago. I’ve known your grandfather for quite 
a while.” He gathered the papers, restacking them, and 
placed them in a manilla folder. “A real nice man. They 
don’t make them like that anymore.” 

Jason huffed a smile. 

“T’ll be calling you very soon and you check all this out.” 
Schafer waved his hand in an up-circle gesturing at the 


whole house. “He was quite a character. Oh, and you'll love 
his poker closet.” 

“Where’s that?” 

“Oh, you'll find it. If it’s still there.” He smiled. 

Jason followed him out. 

“You tell me if you need anything, and I’ll talk to you 
soon.” 

As Jason followed him out and watched him get in his 
car a knot grew in his stomach and tightened. Suddenly as 
the Mercedes careened down the driveway, for some 
unknown reason, something just underneath the surface, it 
was a knowing, he didn’t want to be in this house alone. 
Mr. Schafer’s car was disappearing. 

“See you later!” Jason waved. 


ason searched the kitchen, desperate for a cup of 

coffee. There was a tin of Folgers on the counter. And a 

coffee mug and a plate in the kitchen sink. He grabbed 
the mug and washed it. It was as old as the out-of-date 
wallpaper, baby blue with the Astroworld logo. He thought 
he remembered that specific trip to Astroworld when the 
cup was bought in the souvenir shop, but the memory was 
so faint and transparent it could have easily been false. 
Pushing the thought away, he scooped the grounds and put 
coffee on, and sat there waiting for it. He looked out the 
kitchen window. Admired the trees outside, a _ rustic 
boundary between the property and the country club golf 
course, amazed at how good some people have it. 

The backyard was sprawling and where he’d lived 
before in Austin, there wasn’t anything you could call a 
yard. His two-bedroom apartment had a laughable-sized 
patio, not even big enough to put a hammock on. The coffee 
was done, and he poured himself a cup, smelling it. Jason 
loved the aroma of coffee. It was soothing. 

Pulled up a barstool and sat at the kitchen counter for a 
while. Then went through the paperwork again, page by 
page. It was uninteresting and relaxed him a little. He took 
a sip of coffee, deciding it was cool enough to drink now. 


Something sour and slimy hit his mouth. He gagged and 
shot up, headed for the sink, spitting it out. “Blegh!” The 
coffee slid down the drain. It was thicker than it should be 
somehow. He cupped his hands for water and took some 
from the sink. Gurgling it and spitting it out. He reached 
for the Folgers coffee can, reading the label. It was expired 
by about five years. “Jesus.” He said angrily. 

He took it to the trashcan. It was silver like a machine, 
automatic and it opened as he stood over it. Gladly he 
slammed the Folgers can into it. Returned to the bar stool, 
annoyed. 

From across the room, the fridge hummed. Thinking 
about how much stuff in there he’d have to throw away, 
aggravated and exhausted, he couldn’t bring himself to do 
any of that right now. He was just cooling off. The salt on 
his shirt was stiffening. He’d need a shower soon if he was 
going to anything at all. He got up from the stool and 
checked out the pantry. It was a walk-in. The shelves were 
sparse. There were Frosted Flakes and cans of soup, jars of 
peaches, and a thing of peanut butter, not much else. He’d 
need to make a grocery list too. 

Deciding to do all that later, he started to wander 
around the house. 

The living room looked nice. The white walls were a 
little off-color from time, but not too noticeable, and there 
were brown wooden slatted floors, pretty normal, nothing 
he’d need to change in here. Large royal blue curtains, 
straight-lined, floor to ceiling. They accented just how high 
the ceilings were, probably about 16 foot. There was a 
large tv, flat screen, obviously bought in the last couple 
years. Two red leather couches faced that direction and an 
easy Chair recliner. The rest of the room was decorated 
with brightly cushioned, antique chairs. Some were bigger 
and more comfortable looking. Others were so old and frail 
he wouldn’t dare sit in them. And there were a few side 
tables. One corner of the room was inhabited by a small 


bar, vintage, with a cool marble counter. He checked it out, 
fantasizing what drinks he’d get as he opened cabinets, 
plucking a half-full bottle of Tito’s Vodka. Maybe he’d have 
a drink later. He noticed another security camera hidden in 
a high corner of the room and wondered how many there 
were planted all over the house. He decided to make a little 
game for himself, to see if he could spot them all. 

Back through the kitchen, to the right, there was a den, 
like another living room, with a sunken-in floor, a long 
white couch lined one side of the room. Large, blown-up 
photos of birds, quail, and geese mostly, dotted the walls. 
And there were a few oil paintings of the Texas hill country 
in rustic, tranquil frames. It had a large flat screen tv and 
the other sides of the room were mostly windows opening 
to the back yard and the front of the house. Returning 
through the kitchen, to the front foyer, Jason looked out the 
front windows. Squirrels pounced through the grass and up 
the giant magnolia tree in the center of the yard and a 
mailman was walking, putting something in the mailbox. 
He’d get it later. 

The foyer was grandiose and garish with a white marble 
floor, and it had a winding staircase. Gliding his hand along 
the banister, he went up the steps where there were rooms 
and hallways in four different directions. He decided to 
take the hallway that stretched down the center of the 
house. A newly renovated bathroom on the right had a 
checkered floor and a walk-in shower. Next was a guest 
room, barely furnished, with only a dresser and bed. Then 
another, almost the same, and then at the end there was 
another staircase down, but this one was very narrow and 
straight. Flicking on a light, he went down it just to see 
where it went, leading to a door at the bottom, he pushed it 
open and ended up in the den with the windows and the 
long white couch. It closed behind him and stuck back 
snugly into the wall. You couldn’t see the frame of it. He 
glided his hand along the edge and felt an open pocket and 


pulled. It was a hidden door, but it shouldn’t be too hard to 
remember where it was, it being on the edge of the wall. 
“Very cool.” He mumbled. 

Going back upstairs in another direction to a door that 
was Closed, he turned the knob but it wouldn’t budge. It 
was locked. He got the keychain and rattled a few of the 
keys inside the lock, eventually one got it open. He held the 
key for a moment, thinking. He needed something to mark 
it and went down the winding stairs to the kitchen. 
Searched a few drawers until he found Scotch Tape and a 
pen. Stuck a piece of tape on and almost marked it. But 
what would it say? He didn’t know what was behind it. 
Trudging now, and almost out of breath, he went back 
upstairs and pushed the door open. To his surprise, it was 
just a closet. He wondered why it was locked. Did his 
grandpa keep all the rooms locked? 

The other hallway ended at a gym room with a tread 
mill, bicycle, and few weights. It also had a tv mounted on 
the wall, and a bar stocked with water, snacks, and Cliff 
Bars. One side was wall-to-wall mirrors and the other side 
was two giant windows, shaded by the branches of one of 
the magnolia trees. He peeked out and could see a few 
birds hopping around in the twists of leaves and branches. 

Back to the staircase. The next room was also locked 
and took some time to open. It was the master bedroom, 
almost the size of the living room with a satin sheet- 
covered California king, four-poster bed. He didn’t deny 
being ecstatic and ran in, jumping backwards into it, 
landing with a big comfy bounce. “Wooooooooohh” Jason 
yelled. “Damn! Yes!” He brushed his arms and legs along 
the bedcover, making a satin snow angel. 

After a long while of lying there, he hopped off. The 
room was nicely furnished, with two sets of fancy-looking 
drawers. A big screen tv. “I should get a really good gaming 
system. Hell yeah.” Jason said. In the corner, there was 
even a mini-fridge. He’d put beers and sodas in there later, 


he thought. The walls were bare, and he’d put up 
something to make it look more his own. He could change 
the curtains too if he wanted. He noted three doors, one 
that was open to the master bathroom. It was huge, with 
two full sinks, two personal bathrooms with their own 
toilets, a shower, and an oversized jacuzzi tub. Jason 
hopped in the tub and sat there, catching himself in the 
giant mirror hung over the sinks. “Can you believe this?” 
He asked his reflection, rubbing his hand along the sides of 
the jacuzzi. He stared up at the high ceilings in awe. This 
house was huge, and he had never been inside one this big. 
Excitement was bubbling all over him. 

Back in the bedroom, the two other doors were on 
opposite sides, one was a walk-in closet, full of his 
grandpa’s clothes. He decided he go through all of them, 
probably next week, and get them over to the Goodwill. He 
spotted a camera in there too, taped along the bottom of a 
table. He wondered why it had been put so low. 

He opened the other one. It was another walk-in closet, 
but different. “Oh, damn!” Jason said. It was the same 
setup, the same size room with all the shelves in the same 
place. There were a few clothes, jackets and shirts, and 
jerseys on hangers, but that was only a small area. The rest 
of the closet was full of all kinds of things. They looked like 
collectibles. 

It was old guns and knives, mounted on the wall. Jason 
touched one of them. It was a bowie knife, larger than the 
others with a long, thick, exaggerated blade, he held it in 
his hand, admiring it. An old vintage-looking crossbow on 
the counter looked cool. Shelves of coins lit up with 
backlights. It was like a miniature museum. 

A few toy cars, a metal classic Mustang, and an Old Ford 
Truck. He looked through a drawer. It had a pocket watch 
in a velvet pouch and gems in a case. There was an old 
antique camera. 


The walls were covered with I Love Lucy plates and 
tribal masks. A tiger’s head was mounted on the side wall. 
He had never seen a tiger before, not even at the zoo. In 
one drawer it was a guitar under a plexiglass frame. It was 
red, striped with white and black. He read the signature on 
the bottom. Van Halen. There was a signed print of Bugs 
Bunny that he looked at for a while. He wanted to touch it 
but didn’t. A large, ornate antique table had different-sized 
plexiglass cubes on it, covering different kinds of things. 

One was a signed baseball bat, and one was a signed 
basketball, but what caught his eye out of everything in the 
room was in the largest clear box that took up most of the 
table. It was three foot by three foot or bigger. The 
plexiglass was almost as big as he was and the thought of 
sitting in it himself. It was a silly impulse but undeniable. 
Inside, hanging on a built-in coat hanger, was a red 
sequined jacket with a sparkling gold eagle on the back. 
Jason stared through the case. He thought he recognized it. 

“Holy shit.” 

There was a gold plaque at the bottom. Elvis, Las Vegas 
73’. Jason got a step ladder he found by the wall and stood 
on the highest step, leaning over the clear case. Gently, he 
touched the plexiglass and pulled up a little. It wasn’t as 
heavy as he’d imagined. It lifted and very carefully and 
ridiculously awkward, he pulled it up and placed it on a 
counter. The Elvis jacket glistened, and he reached out to 
touch it. The sequin felt thin and brittle. He lifted it off the 
coat hanger and put it on, headed to the large bathroom 
mirror. 

“Oh wow.” Jason was impressed with himself. He ruffled 
his hair up high, to something similar to Elvis hair, and 
pulled down the sides by the ears to make it look like he 
had lamb chop sideburns. It didn’t look quite right. The 
jacket was way too large on him, but he pulled it back to fit 
better. Got out his phone and turned on the camera. With a 


few poses, he managed something impressive and took a 
picture for Instagram. He posted it. 

He did the Elvis lip and took another one and posted 
that too. 


hat night, Jason had tried to wind down by ordering 

Pizza Hut, guzzling a few beers, and took two shots of 

vodka to get efficiently wasted, and then he passed 
out. It was a mix of exhaustion and stress. The 3-hour trip 
into Houston had been hot and sweaty, even though he had 
chosen to drive there early in the morning. The car’s a/c 
was close to worthless and the breeze from the open 
window wasn’t cool enough. Texas summer was not a joke 
and wiped you out. That heat could dish out sunburns even 
in the darkest tinted car. The deep, long sleep was a 
symptom of the road trip. He was zapped. 

Then came the dream. Entombed and lost in echoing 
sounds. He was little again. Maybe eight years old. He was 
running and making that noise. His feet patting through 
the hallways of his old elementary school, the principal 
following from behind, chasing him and getting closer. 

Something woke him up. 

He blinked, his mind focusing. 

It was a sound. 

Lazily, and still drunk, he struggled to stand up as fast 
as he wanted. Staggered to the window, stretch the blinds 
open, and peeked out. There was nothing there. That was 
enough explanation for him. 


“Huh.” He sighed and fumbled, relaxed, returned to the 
giant bed. 

Dipping into asleep again, there was a noise downstairs. 
Like a scurrying across the floor down there, tiny feet. 

Jason heard the sound repeating and his consciousness 
floated to the top, where he forced his eyes open again. He 
grunted. “Ughhh.” Slowly sat up in bed and heaved himself 
up to standing and left the coziness of the dark room. His 
hand brushed the walls for balance and grabbed the rail at 
the staircase going down. 

There was the sound again. Something was moving 
around down there. 

He was used to this kind of thing. The apartment in 
Austin had a rat problem and you had to deal with it as fast 
as possible because if you didn’t it would only get worse. 
Reaching the landing, Jason flicked the lights on and 
searched for the noise, but it had stopped at that moment. 

The sound had been like something moving along the 
tile. Something lightweight. He went into the kitchen, a 
favorite place for rats, and checked the automatic trash 
can. Standing over it, it flipped open, and he took a good 
step back. 

Nervous, he peeked inside hoping a rat wouldn’t jump 
out at him. That had happened before. 

No rat in the trash. Just the grease-stained pizza box and 
a few beer cans, all crinkled and smashed. 

The sound scurried across in the living room, and he 
rushed out the kitchen and towards it, almost knocking 
over a lamp, brushing past it with his shoulder. 

The sound stopped. 

Frustrated, not sure where it came from, he began 
searching the corners of the room, perfect for a rat hiding 
place. He went to the windows and pulled all the curtains 
back, checking them one at a time, looking behind them, 
scooted the puffy, cushioned chairs cautiously, and turned 
them over on their sides. Finding nothing, this was getting 


exhausting, and Jason’s head started to pound. Beer sweat 
was sliming across his forehead. In a last drunk, fuzzy 
attempt he got to the red leather couches, deciding not to 
turn them over. He was out of breath, sweaty, and if a rat 
was hiding under there, he didn’t want to see it. Not really, 
not now. This was all too much trouble. He gave up. “Fuck. 
What the hell am I doing? I’ll just call pest control later.” 

The sound came again from further across the room. 

He had no more ideas of where to look and so 
remembering that rats often hide in the walls he went over 
the wall and put his ear against it. 

He tapped. 

Listened. 

Nothing was moving inside. 

“Jesus.” He grumbled. 

In the kitchen, he got a cold glass of ice water. Perfect 
for his pounding head, there was instant relief as he gulped 
it down. He poured another to stave off the hangover and 
drank it. Flicked off all the lights and went back upstairs. In 
the bathroom, he sat on the toilet a while, searched Google 
for pest control, and saved the number in his phone. At the 
sink, he washed his face, cooling it, wiped the slick off his 
forehead. He grabbed his pills from his bag, almost 
forgetting to take them today. With that and a little more 
water from the sink, he returned to the giant bed and 
jumped back in. 

The satin sheets were so comfortable, way better than 
anything else he had ever slept on, and he splayed his arms 
and legs as far as they could reach enjoying the smooth, 
cool feel. He zipped through social media on his phone for 
a few minutes. His fingers were growing more tired as he 
stroked along the screen. Hazily, he drifted, and finally put 
the phone on the side table, closed his eyes. As sleep took 
him there was music. It was singing, a familiar, happy song. 
He couldn’t tell where it was coming from exactly. And then 
he recognized the tune all at once. It was the Golden Girls 


theme song. Unsure if it was his rattling, fuzzy brain 
creating the sound or if it was outside of him, playing 
somewhere in the house. 


ason’s head pounded, as hot, thick veins thumped up 
against his temples. Today would be bad. He was dizzy, 
groggy, and stove-in, stiff all over like he could barely 
get moving. The inside of his mouth was dry and he put his 
head down by the faucet to take a sip. He hated hangovers. 

Last night was terrible. After waking up, still drunk, 
looking for the rat, and falling back asleep, he had woken 
up again after that, and then he really couldn’t sleep. 
Tossed and turned for the rest of the night until sunrise. 

He gawked in the bathroom mirror, shuffling his thick, 
black hair into a cowlick, a disheveled mohawk, straight up 
the middle. This was going to be a long day. He’d probably 
be aching for a good nap in the afternoon. He pulled his 
boxers down, sat on the cold toilet seat, and started 
skimming through Facebook. 

A long curling yawn stretched him out and this thumb 
jogged along the phone screen. “Oh damn.” A selfie of his 
roommate, Danny, sloppily leaning over a counter. A scatter 
of multicolored solo cups, and a few girls he had not seen 
in a long time, leaned up against him, posing. Amber and 
Jessica. And Pam? He couldn’t remember some of their 
names. Girls he knew, though not very well, that used to 


come around the apartment a lot. Britney was in one shot. 
Britney, he knew. 

He had asked her out last year via text. It was 
something simple like Would you want to get coffee or go to 
a bar sometime? She never responded and a week later 
Danny had told him she confided that she thought he was 
too awkward. That stung but he supposed finding out from 
someone else that she wasn’t interested was possibly less 
painful than a rejection text. 

There was a ping sound on his phone. It was a 
notification on Instagram from the pic with the Elvis jacket. 
He got a few likes and one message. 

It was from Britney. His stomach tangled. 

It read “omg coolness!” 

He had mixed feelings. He still wanted to go out with 
her, but she really was a bitch if he gave it much thought. 
He might be awkward, but she had a string of flaws much 
worse. He wondered why he liked her at all. She was kind 
of mean to him most of the time. She ignored him a lot 
before he asked her out and after that, she downright 
seemed to make fun of him but in a condescending kind of 
way. He wasn’t sure what she thought of him. She was most 
likely a mean bitch, but faked being nice around her 
friends. 

“Whatever.” He mumbled, going back to Facebook to 
look over Danny’s profile. 

It was more pictures of Danny, one where he was upside 
down, falling from a handstand. His shirt was coming down 
around his neck, showing off his perfect abs. Obviously 
trying to show off to Britney and them. A solid physique 
was something Jason didn’t have. He was thin but not very 
muscular. Maybe that’s why Britney didn’t want to go out. 
Who knows? The reality, the facts, was Jason had missed a 
party last night. And from the wasted look in his ex- 
roommate's eyes, there wouldn’t be much of a story to tell, 
because he wouldn’t remember most of it. 


Jealously bloomed inside Jason. He forced himself off 
Facebook. There hadn’t been a party to go to in such a long 
time and just when he left Austin his roommate threw a 
rager. There was probably someone passed out in his empty 
bedroom right this minute. 

He seethed. Jason got up, thinking about how he could 
possibly make any new friends here. He knew absolutely no 
one in Houston. In Austin he had tons of friends, well not 
really, maybe a handful, mostly acquaintances or Danny’s 
friends really, you could say, but it was better than nothing. 
He couldn’t help it and got back on Instagram. On the 
home screen, he searched for more pictures of the party, 
flipping through photos of puppies and a beach scene, some 
lady made a cake, a toddler in a rain jacket, a bowl of 
Frosted Flakes with a latte, a llama in the snow, he went 
back to the pic of Frosted Flakes and his stomach growled. 
Man, he could really go for some of that right now and if he 
remembered right there was a box in the pantry. 

Staring in the mirror, he touched the mohawk, the hair 
matted in one upward spike. He tried to flatten it with some 
water, but that did nothing. His eyes were tired with 
sinking circles under them. He looked terrible. Never had 
they been this bad. It was actually impressive. He poked 
along the upper ridges of his cheekbones, amazed by the 
stone-grey coloring, and kept staring at them as he brushed 
his teeth and then headed downstairs. 

Gliding his hand along the banister was kind of fun. He 
wondered if he ever might ride the rail sometime, sitting, 
balancing himself perfectly, all the way down. But with his 
luck, he knew better. He’d lose balance and fall off 
backwards, cracking his head on the marble floor below. It 
would be cool though if he could. The cold breeze of the a/c 
vent hit his bare chest and he was starting to wake up. He 
thumbed the elastic in his boxers as he entered the kitchen. 
A bowl of Frosted Flakes sat on the counter. There were 
messy drops of milk and a spoon. 


H e stood there in disbelief. Couldn’t remember making 
the cereal and his hand started to tremble. Had he 
blacked out again? Like when he was a kid? 

Something rattled and he turned. A light shone through 
the bottom of the pantry door. It flung open and an elderly, 
white woman with a soft, dangling double chin wobbled 
out, looking down, peeling a banana. 

“Hello?” Jason asked. 

“Ahhh!” The woman yelled looking up at him. Her white 
puff of hair shook, and her eyes were buggy wide. “I’m 
gonna give you one second before I call the police! Now go 
on! Go!” She pointed to the banana, the open peel dancing 
with each gesture. 

“No! No! I’m Jason. I’m the grandson.” 

“The grandson?” The lady’s terrified face became more 
relaxed but changed into disbelief, with squinty eyes and 
thin perched lips. She gripped the banana tight, oozing in 
her fist, ready to punch or throw it at him. “What’s your 
grandpa’s name?” 

Jason matched her judging face. “Herman Nguyen. And 
who are you?” 

“I’m Gladys.” She said matter-of-factly. 

Jason kept the same look. 


“The housekeeper! He hasn’t told you about me?” 

Before Jason could reply she went on. 

“Oh, I see it now.” Her eyes softened. “Y’all do look 
alike.” She laughed and came closer, her legs paddled 
weakly under her dumpy, bottom-heavy frame. She was 
wearing white stretch pants that were barely holding 
together at the seams. They were see-through around the 
underwear. He noticed and looked away. 

She smiled. “Well give me a hug! So nice to finally meet 
you! It’s about time he had some visitors.” 

“Wait ugh.” He paused. “So, you don’t know?” He said 
weakly. 

“Know what?” 

A lump caught in Jason’s throat and so the words were 
soft and slow. “Well, ugh. He. He passed away.” 

Gladys bucked back, catching herself on a barstool. “No. 
No. I can’t believe it.” 

“No one told you?” 

“T’ve been out of town!” She couldn’t catch a breath. “I 
just got back from a cruise.” 

The tears started. Small at first and then they poured. 
He wanted to console her, but it was too awkward, so he 
just kept saying he was sorry and handed her a napkin. He 
sat on a barstool, and she tried to do the same but 
struggled to get balance as she climbed up. He thought she 
might teeter the whole seat back and fall over. She was 
having such a hard time he wondered if she had ever sat on 
it before. He tried not to stare. Eventually, she settled next 
to him. 

He explained he had visited his grandpa in the hospice 
when he had passed away and then been contacted by the 
lawyer, that he had inherited the house. She looked up at 
him blotting her eyes and then realized something. 
“Where’s my little man?” 

“What?” Jason asked. 

“He usually has breakfast with me.” 


“Who?” 

“He’s this big.” She put her hand down low, gesturing 
the height. “He’s got red hair. A bow tie? Have you seen 
him this morning?” 

Jason was confused. For a small moment, he figured she 
was talking about a small neighborhood kid. Maybe one 
that lived down the street. But for some reason, it clicked 
that that wasn’t the case. His tongue stuck to the roof of 
his mouth in an upswing of panic. 

She was talking about the doll. That doll that struck like 
ice picks in Jason’s chest. His hands started prickling and 
he rubbed them together nervously. “Actually.” Jason 
winced. “He had that doll with him in the hospice and it 
was donated.” 

Her eyes welled with tears. She shook her head. 
“Donated? He’ll be so pissed.” 

Jason paused. This off-color remark caught him off 
guard, but he quickly moved along without reaction. “I 
know my grandpa wouldn’t mind it being donated. I think 
he was a Charitable person.” 

She crumbled down, blotting her eyes with the napkin. 
“Oh yeah, your grandpa was so nice.” She stopped as her 
chin quaked. 

Jason said nothing for a moment and rubbed her back, 
guessing that was the right thing to do. “You were such a 
big part of his life.” He said this, knowing he could have 
said anything else that might have been better. 

“Yes.” She nodded. “He was the biggest part of my life 
too. What a nice man. Oh, I can’t believe it. I can’t believe 
it.” She covered her eyes with the tattered napkin. “I 
should have never gone on that cruise.” 

“Tt’s ok.” 

“T worked for him for ten years and the first time I go on 
vacation this happens.” 

The doorbell rang. 


Jason stood but she stood faster and left the kitchen, 
making a beeline to the front of the house. Jason sat on the 
barstool and listened. She opened the front door and let out 
a yowl. 
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H e rushed to the foyer where a Fed Ex woman was 
trying to give Gladys a box, holding it out towards 
her. Gladys had her hands up defensively, not 
wanting to take it. Her yelling had culled down to tiny, 
shrieking whimpers. The Fed Ex driver, name tag said 
ROBERTA, was heavy set with a red mullet and thick 
glasses. Drops of sweat rolled down her cheeks to her shirt. 
“I’m so sorry.” He said, taking the box. “We’re going 
through a lot right now.” He looked at Gladys who was 
sobbing, wiping her eyes with the napkin. That’s when he 
looked down at the box in his hands, and read the label, 
almost dropping it with recoil. HUMAN REMAINS. 

The Fed Ex driver was relieved to not be holding it 
anymore and brushed her hands together, dusting off a 
plume of grey smoke. Gladys cried louder, cupping her 
mouth, shoulders trembling. Jason tried to coax her away 
and she hunched over into a tighter ball, her legs bolted to 
the floor. The Fed Ex driver looked at the both of them with 
stretched sympathy. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She wiped 
the sweat from her cheeks with her shirt sleeve and headed 
back to her truck. 

Jason held the box, eager to put it down but wanting to 
help Gladys. He nudged her with his elbow. “Come on. It’s 


ok. Everything will be ok.” He slammed the front door with 
his foot, and they returned to the kitchen. He noticed that 
She had a little trouble walking, favoring one foot over the 
other. The left one was kind of turned to the side a little, 
making her stride slightly off balance. 

Jason looked at the half-eaten bowl of Frosted Flakes 
and his stomach growled. He put the dusty box on the 
counter and went to the sink, thoroughly washing his 
hands, even scratching his palms, hoping there was no dust 
under his fingernails. They felt dirty even after he dried 
them, and he sat at the counter watching Gladys as she 
dried her eyes with a fresh paper towel. 

They sat there for a few minutes, and she was still 
crying. He had to go to the bathroom again and excused 
himself. In the downstairs bathroom, he googled. Where do 
I spread ashes? There were suggestions of beaches and 
mountains, national parks, off of fishing boats in the 
Atlantic. None of these things were something he wanted to 
do very soon. With coming here and moving in, he was 
pooped. Gladys let out a wail from the kitchen. Jason rolled 
his eyes. He didn’t want to go back out there. He cracked 
the door open and yelled politely “Hey Gladys.” 

“Yes?” She sobbed. 

“Go on and take the rest of the day off.” 

She didn’t answer him, and the sobs got louder. He 
washed his hands and reluctantly came out. 

She was hunched over the counter, propped up by her 
elbows, the front of her shirt was soaked, and her mascara 
was running. She stared at the box. The HUMAN REMAINS 
label was peeling on one corner, ash crusted the edges. 

Jason got a few paper towels and picked up the box, not 
wanting to touch the dusty thing with his bare hands again, 
trying not to think about it. 

“Where are you taking him?” Gladys dribbled. 

“I’m just going to find a nice place to put it ok?” Jason 
looked at her intently. “I’m so sorry.” 


“He was such a good man.” She grabbed his wrist and 
leaned into his shoulder. 

Jason waited a polite amount of time until she composed 
herself, turned, and walked out the kitchen and up the 
stairs. “Take the rest of the day off, ok?” He said again. 

At the top of the stairway, he heard her leave, a wave of 
relief flowed over his body. She was gone. 

He didn’t know where to put the box at all. He just 
wanted to get it out of sight, for her to stop crying. There 
really was no good place to put it. No way would it be kept 
in the bedroom where he was sleeping. The gym wasn’t a 
good idea. Maybe a hall closet? Was that disrespectful? 

Then finally the only good idea came. He could put the 
box on a shelf in the poker closet. That’s where all his 
grandpa’s favorite stuff was. What a great place to put it. 
And he wouldn’t have to look at it either. Jason went into 
the poker closet and searched for a spot that was out of 
sight. Maybe behind some clothes, there would be a shelf 
or something. A spot that couldn’t be seen by just being in 
there. A spot he wouldn’t be reminded of. He pushed a 
jacket aside exposing a back wall. And then something hit 
his hand. A shaft of light, a long thin line coming from a 
seam in the wall. He pushed the clothes away, exposing a 
hidden door. He reached out, touching the side of the seam. 
Reluctant and excited, he pushed it, and something clicked 
as it began to open. 
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t was a small room, the same size as the bedroom Jason 

had back in Austin. A window looked over into the 

backyard. A large wooden desk lined up along the right 
wall and had a computer on it, an old address book, and a 
phone. Two large screens sat along the edge. There was a 
black rolly chair turned around in the corner. 

Jason guessed it was a secret security room. He looked 
at the door from the inside, and sure enough, it had two 
deadbolts on it. This computer was set up to those cameras 
around the house. He was sure. 

He bent down, turned the computer on, and waited. 

He looked out the little window down at the backyard. It 
was kind of boring, all green, aside from the flash of purple 
petals on the fence where a jasmine vine was growing. It 
had two benches and few patio chairs and nice big trees 
along the back, but the neighbor’s yard was extravagant by 
any standard. Its yard was bigger and had a patio and a 
wonderful, rustic pool. It looked like a lagoon, with big 
rocks all around it and a waterfall and tropical plants. The 
water was an enticing aqua color, and it was definitely hot 
enough today to go for a swim. A small, black Jack Russel 
sniffed the grass and trotted along the fence line. 


The computer made a beep and Jason hunched over it. It 
asked for a password. “Damn it” he scathed. What could be 
the password be? He had no clue. He opened the drawer, 
thinking there might be a sticky note or piece of paper with 
the code on it. Something he’d done in the past with his 
passwords. But the drawer had a few pens and things anda 
bottle of Tylenol. No password was jotted down on 
anything. He went to the corner and whirled the rollie chair 
towards the desk. He gasped so hard it stung his insides. 
“Ehhbh!” He jumped back. 

The doll smiled at him blankly, sitting in the chair. 
Loafers with little leather tassels hung over the seat. 

There was a noise downstairs. 

Still looking at the doll over and over, he went out into 
the closet, trying to listen. 

It was probably Gladys doing something. He didn’t want 
her to see this security room. It was a secret by the look of 
it, hidden at the rear of a closet. And he wanted to keep ita 
secret. He exited the tiny room to the poker closet and into 
the bedroom, where he peeked out into the hall. Gladys 
wasn’t where he could see her but maybe she’d come up 
the stairs. He locked the bedroom door and returned to the 
security room. 

The doll was still smiling at him. He yanked the thing up 
and dropped it down, kicking it to the wall in annoyance. 
He thought the lady at the hospice had gotten rid of it. How 
did it end up back here? 

He bent over the computer keyboard. What could the 
password be? He put in the street address, very careful to 
put in all the numbers correctly. The computer beeped and 
a message INCORRECT PASSWORD in red letters blared at 
him. He ground his teeth until his jaw ached while he 
thought. His eyes lit up just a little with a small shred of 
hope, entering the numbers of his dad’s_ birthday. 
INCORRECT PASSWORD blinked again. He put in his dad’s 
name. No. He typed Nguyen. No. He sighed, putting in his 


birthday which was a stretch, he knew, but he was running 
out of ideas. Then, his grandfather’s birthday, and that 
wasn’t it. He typed Gladys. INCORRECT PASSWORD. 

The bedroom door rattled as something bumped into it 
and then there was knocking. Startled, he shot around, 
thankful he had locked it. There was another knock, this 
time louder and more demanding. Exiting the security 
room, he shut the secret door behind him. Moved the 
jackets back to where they were and was coming out. 
There was another knock. It was aggressive. Gritting his 
teeth, he opened the door and opened it with a slight smile. 
Gladys stood there. The front of her shirt was soggy with 
tears and mascara and clung to her chest. The makeup was 
still smeared on her cheeks, but she looked like she had 
tried to clean herself up. A tiny red comb clenched tight in 
her hand. Jason stared at it. 

“It was locked.” She pressed her thin lips. 

“Yes.” Jason was annoyed but tried not to show it. “I lock 
my bedroom sometimes.” 

“Why? You’re the only one here?” 

He looked at her blankly. “What do you mean? We’re 
both here?” 

“IT won’t bother you!” She said gripping the comb. 

He kept looking at it. He was blank. What could he say? 

She smiled; a tear streak still wet on her cheek. “We 
don’t lock doors in this house.” 

“I need my privacy,” Jason said as polite as possible. 

“No.” 

“Yes. What if I’m doing something in here?” He said 
suggestively, hoping that would bother her. 

She sneered in disgust. “Oh well, that’s just” She shook 
her head and began to cry again. 

Jason reached for her shoulder. “Oh, I’m sorry. Listen, I 
think you just need the day off. You need time to.” 

She batted his hand away. “I should have been here. I 
shouldn’t have left him.” 


“No, you did the best you could.” 

“He sent me on that cruise for my birthday. I will never 
forgive myself.” She held her chest. 

Jason’s mind swirled. “It’s ok. When” 

She buckled over in sobs, and he comforted her, patting 
her back. “It’s ok.” He whispered. “So, when is your 
birthday?” 

“Why?” she driveled. 

“T’d like to get you something.” 

“It’s June 15, I don’t want anything. You’re such a nice 
boy. Just like your granddad.” 

Jason repeated the date over and over in his mind trying 
not to lose it. Maybe. Just maybe it would unlock the 
security cameras. “It’ll all be ok.” He whispered rubbing 
her back. 
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L, ater, Jason had found a paper Trader Joe’s grocery bag 
and returned to the security room. He put the doll 

inside and went through the house. Gladys saw him 
but luckily with the paper bag she didn’t spot the doll. He 
hurried outside, got in his car, and drove out of the 
driveway. He went to the Goodwill on Shepard and dropped 
it off without getting a receipt. Across the road, he spotted 
a Kolache Factory, and he couldn’t resist. He got a bunch of 
different ones and a coke and ate them on the way back. 
Coming to the house he could see Gladys in the bird room, 
dusting along the picture frames. He thought she was 
looking at him, so he gave a small wave, but she didn’t 
wave back. Maybe she didn’t see him after all. 

Jason parked and wolfed down the last cheese jalapeno 
kolache, finished what was left of the Coke, and crumpled 
the white paper bag into a tight wad. After a long minute of 
not wanting to go back in the house he was getting hot, so 
resigned to head inside. 

In the kitchen, the trash can was almost spilling over. 
Gladys was still in the bird room with the vacuum cleaner 
going. Wanting to help, Jason tied up the bag, put another 
in, and made the rounds downstairs, getting another full 


bag of trash. It was surprising there was so much, he 
thought, heaving it out the back and down the steps. 

His arms trembled with the weight, lugging them 
around the back of the garage to the narrow alleyway that 
was lined with rubber rolling trash cans. A small dog’s 
nose, wet and black, charcoal sprigs of wiry hair, poked 
under the fence. He walked over, gravel crunching under 
foot. “Hey buddy,” he said in a small voice. The dog peeked 
at him through a tiny hole in one of the fence boards. 

“Hello there!” A man said from the other side. 

Jason was startled. “Oh, hi.” He laughed. “I didn’t see 
you.” 

“Of course not. Unless you can see through fences.” 

Jason could barely make out a figure through the 
openings between the slats and stood there awkwardly for 
a moment. Then the man looked over the fence. He was tall 
enough to do it, taller than Jason by at least a foot. “Are you 
a new yard guy?” 

Jason sighed. “No. My grandpa passed away. He used to 
live here.” 

“Herman passed away? Aw man, sorry to hear that.” 

He could only see the top of the guy’s face but could tell 
he was giving a sympathetic look. “Yeah, it’s ok,” Jason said 
self-consciously. 

“So, what happened? Did he have a heart attack? Ora 
stroke?” 

“No. None of that. He just went into hospice and passed 
away.” 

“Oh.” 

“I’m gonna contact the coroner soon. I just haven’t 
gotten around to it yet.” 

“Yeah, when you get old. Anything’s bound to happen I 
guess.” 

“Yeah.” 

The neighbor was studying him more closely, noticing 
the plum-colored circles under Jason’s eyes, and his messy 


hair. “You look like a wreck. You wanna come in and have a 
beer?” 

Jason was relieved. That sounded great. “Yeah. Ok.” He 
left the alley and moved through the backyard. 

“Just come through the gate!” The neighbor yelled. 

“What gate?” 

The neighbor tramped along the grass with heavy feet. 
“Over here. You can use this side gate.” On the fence in 
between the yards, there was a gate that Jason hadn’t 
noticed. The neighbor shoved it open, scraping up the 
grass. “We haven’t used this in a long time.” 

Following him, Jason was taken aback at his size. He 
looked to be maybe 6’5, a tall white guy in his forties. His 
hot-pink polo shirt was stretched around the collar, didn’t 
cover all of his stomach and a round potbelly stuck out 
underneath. He had a reddish tan and cargo pants, one of 
those guys on permanent vacation. “I’m Brent. Nice to 
meet you.” He offered Jason a red, meaty hand. 

“I’m Jason.” 

Brent looked back, leading him to a covered part of the 
patio. “Herman and I used to hang out a lot. We’d 
barbeque, and stuff like that. But we hadn’t hung out in a 
long time. After he started with the dementia, he wasn’t as 
social after that.” 

Brent’s backyard looked even better up-close. Even 
though Jason had already seen it from the window in the 
security room, it still impressed him. It was desirable with a 
stretching lawn, almost twice the size as his grandpas. 
Giant magnolias bloomed along the property line before the 
golf course. A big, natural-looking pool lay in the center 
with a stone waterfall and plants that made you think it was 
a jungle scene. There was a large garage with big windows 
and skylights that showed off a tangerine Lamborghini, and 
a gigantic Ford truck, all black, was hiked up to look almost 
like a toy. The patio was elegant but more rustic than 
anything. The floor of it was large slabs of tan stone, and 


the same kind inlaid wide pillars held up a slatted awning 
that had flowered vines weaving in and out of it. He had not 
one, but three big-screen TVs along the wall of the garage, 
and two large grills stood alone closer to the pool. 

Brent opened a wooden cooler full of beer, all kinds, got 
two Dos Equis for himself, and offered Jason to grab 
something. He pulled a Hopadillo from the ice, popped it, 
and sipped admiring the waterfall. The little black terrier 
came over and sniffed his ankle. 

“What’s his name?” Jason said petting the little dog. 

“Lil Nacho.” 

A moment passed while they sipped their beers and 
Brent turned on all three TVs. 

“But I call him Nacho, or Nacho dude.” 

“Heh. Nacho dude.” 

Nacho rolled onto his back and Jason scratched his belly. 

“Your grandpa and I never talked much. I mean we used 
to but the last few years it was less and less.” 

“T didn’t know him. I live in Austin and hadn’t seen him 
since I was little.” 

“That makes sense. I never saw he had any family come 
visit or anything. He was basically a recluse I think.” Brent 
clicked through the TVs. 

“Really?” 

“I’d say he almost had some type of agoraphobia, but I 
did see him walking outside time to time and even drive 
around some, but he didn’t get out much.” 

“Huh.” 

Brent had found three sports channels, muting all but 
one. “What was all that screaming I heard earlier?” 

Jason winced with embarrassment. “That was _ the 
housekeeper. The ashes were delivered today.” 

Brent’s mouth dropped. “You’re kidding.” 

“Yeah.” Jason sighed. 

“That’s heavy man.” 

“Well, it wasn’t THAT heavy.” Jason smiled. 


Brent chuckled. “That’s just wrong.” 

Jason laughed. “I know.” 

“So, the housekeeper is still there, huh?” Brent whistled. 
“She is a weird one.” 

“T know.” 

“You're in for a wild ride. That lady is. I don’t know what 
to tell you. She’s” 

Jason widened his eyes. “I know. We’ve already been 
having problems.” 

“Why don’t you just tell her to leave? You know retire. 
She looks like she’s ninety years old.” 

“T did but she doesn’t want to.” 

“Well, you could” 

“And she lives above the garage.” 

“That’s where she stays? I never knew that. So that’s 
why she’s always around. I thought she just didn’t like to 
go home.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Boy, that’s tough. I couldn’t spend much time with that 
lady. She is strange.” 

“You're telling me.” Jason took a big sip on the can. 

“Your grandpa was a real nice guy but towards the end, 
with the dementia, he was kind of losing it.” 

“Oh yeah?” 

“Dementia’s a bitch. My dad had it before he passed too. 
Herman used to come over and hang out before all that. We 
barbecued a few times over the years. The housekeeper 
even came too. She wasn’t too bad then. But later, like 
these last few years, he kind of wasn’t the same. He would 
carry this doll around a lot. Like I’d see him in the 
backyard, and he’d be outside, but he always had that doll 
with him. I think he was just lonely.” 

“He seemed lonely to you?” 

“Of course. He had to be. He only had that lady with him 
and she ain’t much to talk to, let me tell ya.” 

“Yeah, you’re right.” 


“T didn’t know he had any family.” 

“Yeah, my dad hadn’t kept in contact with him. And my 
dad left us.” A pain hit Jason square in the torso. The 
thoughts rushed in, running over him like a train. He’d 
never see his dad again because he was dead. That idea 
had crept in his mind since the hospice nurse said he was 
the only living relative to be contacted for his grandpa. It 
had been drifting subconsciously since, not something he 
wanted to deal with and so he kept pushing it away. He had 
pretended that she hadn’t told him that. And things seemed 
the same. He hadn’t talked to his dad in years and now was 
no different. It could be the same feeling if he tried. But 
right now, surprisingly, he was understanding it, what it 
meant. 

Jason came back in to focus and Brent went on. “I’m not 
that close with my dad either but I talk to him on the 
holidays.” 

“That’s not too bad.” Jason took a big gulp of the beer. 

“Yeah, me and Herman were good friends but then he 
started carrying around that doll everywhere. And he 
couldn’t talk right, and he’d get real angry.” 

“That sucks. I hope I don’t get like that when I get old.” 

“Yeah, I hope not for me neither.” 

“T wonder if I’ll get it.” 

“Well, you won’t get it like that. I’ve never seen anyone 
like your grandpa before. Like I said he always carried that 
damn doll around. That thing gave me the creeps.” 

“He took it with him to the hospice.” 

Something in Brent’s chest shrunk into a tight knot and 
he licked his lips nervously. “He took it there?” 

“Yep.” 

Brent scratched under the bottle's label, getting a 
corner loose. “Not surprised. I never saw him without it.” 

“That doll is so creepy.” Jason paused watching Nacho 
sniff the air, and trample to the magnolia, focusing on a 
squirrel. “I had it donated.” 


Brent peeled the beer label off, crumpling it in his hand. 
“Good call. I hate that thing.” 

They sat there in silence. Nacho peered upwards into 
the magnolia and growled at the squirrel looking down on 
him. Brent watched intently as a quiet breeze swept the 
yard. Even though neither of them was saying anything, as 
they quietly sipped their beers, they had a mutual 
understanding. Somehow, some way. That doll was evil. 
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At the Goodwill 


D awn held the dusty vase admiring its old pearlescent 
color. She loved vases and if she got this one that 
would over-fill her kitchen cabinet and it wouldn’t 
close. If she bought it, she’d have to throw another vase 
out. Holding it, tilted in the light, she was attracted to its 
purply shimmer but decided there wasn’t a vase at home 
she could bear to part with, so she put it back on the shelf. 
Saturday at Goodwill was always hectic, but Dawn loved 
it. It was more competitive that way. She tried hard not to 
collect junk, but it was the thrill of just being in the store 
and possibly finding something original that excited her. 
And most likely she’d leave empty-handed. As far as she 
was concerned it was some kind of cheap entertainment. 
The coolest thing she had ever found was a vintage record 
player that was just like the one she grew up with. Bought 
it for ten bucks and spun records on it non-stop the whole 
weekend. 
Now you could say it belonged to her five-year-old, 
Blake. He loved to play with it. Flicking the knobs and 


putting the records on. It was one of his favorite toys. Stuff 
like that is what excited her. She never knew what was 
underneath the piles of thrown-out donations. Most of it 
was stuff she had no interest in but sometimes “Oh look at 
this.” She said. Embarrassed, she looked around, and 
thankfully no one was close enough to catch her talking to 
herself. 

She held the doll and was impressed by its weight. It 
was surprisingly hefty but not as heavy as a real child. It 
was toddler-sized. The eyes were big and cartoon-color 
blue. Its mouth was a gawky grin and one of the top front 
teeth was missing. 

“Oh shit.” Dawn fingered the empty gap. It looked 
almost perfect aside from that. It was so cute with fancy 
little-man clothing and a red comb-over. It was missing hair 
and going bald. 

“Too funny.” She giggled. 

It had a white button-down shirt and fluffy white socks, 
suspenders, and a blue bow tie. The loafers were well made 
with tiny little tassels. Its clownish-red hair was really silly, 
super straight, too strait to belong to a real boy, and too 
perfectly slick. The comb-over was falling down a little and 
she pushed the hair up again over his eyes. She turned the 
doll over, searching for marks or scrapes and the back of it 
was good. The comb-over came loose again and she 
laughed, running her fingers across his head, fixing the 
hair again. What a find! 

She tucked it under her arm and kept looking, the 
coarse red hair tickled her arm pit. The toy section was 
always a heap of disarray. No way to stack or organize 
anything. Game boards and puzzles had missing pieces for 
sure, and the Barbies always had something wrong with 
them, maybe the face was discolored or dirty or the dress 
was torn. The stuffed animals always looked worn down 
and as she scanned the mess, she became more impressed 
with what she had found and without thinking, brushed her 


hands along the doll's hair as she searched. The book 
section was ok. She found a Dean Koontz and Stephen King 
and cool looking book that said, Pym. She’d add it to her 
collection at home, but God knows when she’d ever get 
around to reading them. 

She stood patiently at the checkout behind an old lady 
holding a nice, not too over-worn pair of pink house shoes 
where she caught a warped clear reflection of herself in the 
jewelry counter. Her old, faded jeans were pulled up high 
on her boney hips. She looked at the wide mirror behind 
the cashier, a mirror that was used to see if anyone was 
stealing. The Goodwill was full of them, all over the store. 
Dawn’s hair was a gold-blonde mullet, perfectly blown 
back. The purple eye shadow had faded but she looked 
good on her day off, not too tired. 

When it was her turn the cashier said nothing, but she 
smiled at them anyway when they rang up the doll. She 
gave a “look what I found” look but the cashier put the doll 
in a large plastic bag and didn’t even look up at her. She 
felt like an idiot and just paid. 

“Thanks,” she said. As the cashier handed her the 
plastic bag with the head sticking out, they caught eyes. 
She smiled again and the cashier did the same. “You got a 
good one,” they said, and Dawn beamed like a little kid. 
“Yeah.” 

She proudly took the bag and walked, feeling the little 
feet kicking her legs as the bag bounced beside her. In the 
car, she put it in the passenger seat and the doll was 
slumped over. It really did look like a kid in there and she 
was uncomfortable about it being inside the bag and on its 
side. Dawn took it out from the bag and admired it again. 
The blue eyes stared right at her. And the smile, big and 
fun with that missing tooth. She looked at the doll, gave it 
that “look what I found” face and the doll. The doll gave it 
right back. 
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Weeks later 


D awn was wilted. Her shift at House of Pies had been 
exceptionally hard last night. Joanna had called in 
sick, so Dawn had to pick up the slack. The bouquet 
that perfumed her hair was of fries and burgers and 
coconut. Mostly coconut, which was nice. A sweet, milky 
smell. She had spent almost an hour next to a cooling rack 
of coconut creme pies as she rang people up to leave the 
diner. The tips weren’t too bad, but the drive home was 
draining, aching joints and two exhausted cigarettes. 

At home, in the dark living room, when she slipped the 
sneakers off, her feet were pulsing. She lifted them onto 
the coffee table and enjoyed a moment of silence, closing 
her eyes for some rest. Blake, her five-year-old, would be 
up soon, and it would be time to get him up and dressed 
and ready for kindergarten. 

The popcorn ceiling above her creaked, the usual sound 
that meant Oscar, their roommate, was moving around 
upstairs making his way to the bathroom. Oscar was easy 
to get along with. And perhaps that’s because he was older. 


He’d be 65 soon, retired, with his partying days over. Most 
of the time he was quiet, and you’d think he was a little 
grouchy if you didn’t know him well. He had a gruff 
demeanor, but he was kind and the last two years of living 
together had been great. 

Together the rent was cheaper, and Oscar didn’t have to 
worry about Dawn being drunk or partying too loud or 
falling behind on her side of the rent, which is something 
he’d dealt with several times before. It was hard to find a 
good roommate. It was a good situation for Dawn and Blake 
too, it made it possible for her to work the night shift at the 
House of Pies and she didn’t need to pay for childcare. She 
left the apartment around midnight and Blake was already 
in bed before then. And she’d come home before he woke 
up. If her son needed anything he could just get Oscar and 
that worked out great for all of them. 

In the morning ballad of patting house shoes and the 
creaking floor, Oscar ambled through the hall and came 
down the stairs. Flurries of greying, brown hair drooped on 
the wrong side of his comb-over, his bathrobe trailing 
behind him. “Morning. Ugh.” His voice was a familiar 
gravelly sound but today it was worse like he was fighting a 
hangover. 

“Good morning,” Dawn said lightly, peeking out through 
one eye. 

Oscar wandered to the kitchen, flicked on the lights, got 
the coffee out, and got the pot going, percolating as he 
exited out to the patio for a cigarette. Blake’s alarm went 
off. Worn out, Dawn opened her eyes from the barely nap, 
went to his room to make sure he was getting up. To her 
surprise, Blake was already dressed and loading his 
backpack. 

“Wow, buddy. How did you dress that fast?” 

“I’ve been up a long time already mom.” 

“Why did you” 

“Charlie kept me awake.” 


This put a hot knot in Dawn’s stomach. Charlie was what 
they had named the doll she found at Goodwill and ever 
since she had brought it home, she had become more 
unnerved by it. Something about the way it stared made 
her uneasy. It was a secret she kept from her son. Honestly, 
after a week of having it, she had thrown it in the trash 
hoping Blake would just think he lost it, but it reappeared 
soon after that and if her son had wanted it that badly, so 
bad he’d fish it out of the trash, she would just ignore her 
feelings. 

Over the weeks he had seemed more and more attached 
to it. Wherever Blake was, the doll was, and he usually 
slept with it in his bed, something she had considered 
trying to wean him off of, but Blake was five this year, 
probably the last year he’d be interested in stuffed animals 
and dolls to hug, it was something she didn’t really want to 
end and so the thing with the doll just continued. 

Blake zipped up the backpack weakly and threw it on his 
shoulder. His chocolate brown bangs were messy on his 
forehead. He looked exhausted, with a drooping posture, 
still half asleep. 

“You need to brush your hair.” She said patting his head. 

“T did it already.” Blake blinked up at her. Gobs of sleep 
crusted the corner of one eye. His eyes were usually 
brighter. Happier. This morning instead of luminous 
chestnut brown, they seemed murky, less brilliant. 

Gently with her thumb, she rubbed the goop away from 
his eyelid. “I’ll make you breakfast.” 

Blake lit up only a little. “Pancakes?” 

“How about cinnamon toast?” 

“Ok.” Blake was delighted, usually, it was a fast bowl of 
Cheerios and maybe a banana if there was time. 

She followed him out the room and grabbed the brush to 
redo his hair, catching him before he reached the table. She 
brushed the sides down evenly and fixed the cowlick. Blake 
put his backpack down and slumped into the chair. His feet 


swinging tired but playful as she popped two slices of white 
bread down in the toaster. Poured milk into Blake’s Yoda 
cup, got the butter and cinnamon sugar from the top shelf. 
Oscar came in from the patio, cigarette smoke wafting 
behind him, sipping from his coffee mug. “Hey buddy-o” 

“Hey, Oscar.” Blake said meekly. 

“What’s that?” Dawn said. 

“Hey, buddy-o!” Oscar said with enthusiasm. 

Blake laughed. “Hey, Oscar.” Blake said louder. 

The toast popped up and Dawn grabbed it, spreading 
butter and sprinkling cinnamon sugar over the top, dust 
speckled the plate. “He didn’t sleep well last night.” she 
mumbled. 

“Me neither.” Oscar gruffed, pouring more coffee. “That 
damn toy might have something wrong with it. It was going 
on all night.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“IT think the voice box is broken. Or it needs new 
batteries.” 

“I didn’t know the toy had a voice box.” She put the 
toast on the table and Blake snatched the first slice, biting 
it eagerly. Specs of sugar and cinnamon outlined his lips. “I 
told you, mom.” 

Dawn left the kitchen and went to Blake’s room, looking 
for the doll, and found it on the corner of Blake’s bed, 
sitting up. “You shouldn’t play with him at night. You need 
your sleep.” She called into the kitchen. 

“T wasn’t playing with him. He wouldn’t stop talking.” 
Blake licked sugar from his little fingers, he was waking up 
now. 

Dawn reluctantly picked up the dummy. The blue eyes 
stared at her, and the smile wasn’t fun anymore now, just 
unsettling. Every time she picked it up, she wanted to drop 
it, something inside her was repulsed by the thing. She 
turned it over, moved the suspenders, and lifted the back of 
its shirt. There was a hole, like a pocket, cloth inside. She 


wanted to stick her hand in and as the tips of her fingers 
touched the fabric inside, she pulled away. This thing was 
gross and old. Who knows what was in there? Just above 
the pocket, there was an ancient label, a dirty cream color, 
that said Mr. Bubblegum in funny letters. It must be the 
brand name of the doll. Besides that, there was nothing. No 
seams for a voice box that she could see. She took off the 
tiny shirt, suspenders, and pants and began _ to 
hyperventilate. The dummy smiled at her, seemingly wider 
for some reason. That over-happy gap-tooth grin. There 
was no voice box, there was no place to put batteries. 


15 


A few days later 


BE verything was on time for once. Dawn was ready, 
dressed in her uniform for work, had keys in hand, 

headed out just before midnight. Blake had been in 
bed for a few hours, so very quietly, she went to go check 
on him one last time. He was sleeping, snoring a little, a 
relaxed whimpering sound with each exhale. He was 
exhausted. She could tell he hadn’t slept well all week. He 
had complained that it talked at night and Oscar had 
thought that too before she told him there was no voice box 
inside Charlie the doll. 

They decided Blake must have started talking in his 
sleep. Not that uncommon probably. It was just a marker of 
moving through childhood. He had finished wetting the bed 
two years ago and now he began talking in his sleep. Dawn 
herself had started sleep walking around five and had quit 
by twelve. It was just one of those things. And she was told 
that even now, she talked in her sleep sometimes, but only 
when she was really tired. 


Charlie was laying on Blake's bed, tucked deep into his 
arm. Dawn pulled it out gently and Blake turned over, 
groaned, and started snoring again. She tiptoed out. 

Where would she put it? She thought, sculking around 
the apartment. 

Finally, she’d get a break from this thing. 

She decided to put it in the hall closet. Placing it on the 
floor at first by the umbrellas, but then there was a better 
idea. She’d put it on the top shelf in front of a cardboard 
box that said photographs. The box was heavy, bulging 
from the weight of all those photos and the cardboard was 
tattered and dusty from age. Up there, in the closet, was 
way better than Blake’s room. It was more out of the way 
and then Charlie looked down at her smiling. 

That was still bad. She wanted this thing completely out 
of sight. She thought a moment and decided to get a stool. 
She wobbled a little, stooping on it with careful balance, 
her head almost hitting the hot light bulb, and picked 
Charlie up, moved the old box of photographs, shoved the 
doll way in the back of the shelf, and slid the box in front of 
him. Got off the stool and from there you couldn’t even see 
the doll. She smiled and shut the door with growing 
confidence. 

If Blake wanted the doll back, she’d just get it down. But 
maybe he wouldn’t even ask for it. Right then, she decided 
to buy a toy at Walmart at the end of her shift and surprise 
him in the morning with it. Maybe she could get him into 
something else. There were all kinds of cool toys she could 
buy him. 

As she flicked off the living room lights grabbed her 
purse and left the apartment, she thought of a list of 
options. Teddy bear, Hot Wheels race cars, Simon and 
Simon, Mr. Potato Head. 
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hen Blake sat up awake, he didn’t know why. And 

something inside told him to run. His _ heart 

hammered his torso as he kicked off his dinosaur 
bedcovers and searched the shadows of the room. Charlie 
the doll was standing there, in the dark. You could barely 
see him. Blake squinted to focus. Charlie’s arms started to 
sway a little and his feet were moving. He slowly shuffled 
over. “Hey, there buckaroo.” He said. His voice was small 
and friendly. 

Blake fell back with relief. It was only Charlie wanting to 
play. 

“I’m too sleepy.” Blake rested his head, sinking into the 
soft pillow. His mind was lax and nauseous feeling. The 
sleep felt delicious and warm as he melted back into it. 

Charlie hobbled with stubby, stiff legs over to the side of 
the bed. “Come on now. Get up boy-o. Let’s have some fun.” 
He hit Blake’s cheek with his tiny hand, but Blake was 
already asleep again, beginning to snore. Charlie grabbed 
the dinosaur covers and pulled himself up, sliding on his 
plastic stomach. He stood up on the edge of the bed, almost 
losing balance and falling backward. He crouched down 
and lifted Blake’s little hand, sliding it into his back. 


Blake opened his eyes and sat up. With his hands, he 
brushed his hair to one side, making a part like Charlie 
had. His eyes widened, glittered with happiness, and he 
smiled showing his teeth. He flung the covers off his legs 
and hopped down to the floor, Charlie in hand, they were 
twins bobbling down the hall. 

They went into the dark living room and over to the 
coffee table. A vase of fresh pink carnations sat at eye level. 
Blake craned, holding the doll on his arm. He sniffled them 
and began ripping the buds off, petals sailing to the floor. 
He jumped, stomped them underfoot, and laughed. Charlie 
smiled at him, and they both bent down admiring the pulp. 
The smashed petals had smeared, blushing stains into the 
white carpet. 

“Oh boy. Look at this.” Blake said, dragging his foot 
along the floor, making pink lines. He picked up the vase 
and dumped the whole thing. The water splashed, 
darkening streaks in the carpet, and the green stems 
strung everywhere. He bent down, picked a flower from the 
floor, and tore it apart, scattering more petals. “Modern 
art. I’m an artist!” Blake squeaked excitedly. He grabbed 
the vase and bounced it in his hands. Giggled and then 
threw it against the wall, smashing it to pieces. He did a 
light chuckle, then they headed upstairs, bobbling and 
hopping with each clumsy step. 

The door to Oscar’s room was closed and locked. Blake 
reached into the pocket of Charlie’s pants and retrieved a 
small pocketknife. Using his fingernail, he pulled out one of 
the tools, it was a tiny thin blade. He shoved it into the 
keyhole and twisted it for a moment, softly feeling for the 
right spot. It clicked. He turned the knob. Charlie and 
Blake smiled with the same matching, menacing, teeth- 
gripping grin and they went inside the dark room where 
Oscar was sleeping. 

The fan was on and as they came in a strand of Charlie’s 
hair sprung up and to the side. His plastic arm reached up 


stiffly as he tried to straighten it. Blake clicked the 
pocketknife closed and put it back in Charlie’s pocket. They 
turned to each other, deciding what fun they would have 
next. 
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scar woke up with Blake on the bed, standing over 

him. All his muscles jolted at once, shoulders up and 

tight around his neck, fists gripped closed. The fright 
washed over him, and he took a deep breath. “What are 
you doing buddy? You should be in bed.” It was shadowy- 
dark, but he could see Blake perfectly. He was smiling and 
his eyes were so oversized the whites were exposed all the 
way around. Oscar sat up and clicked on the light on his 
nightstand. Blake didn’t move, he was just standing there, 
over him, holding that damn doll. The doll smiled the same 
way, his thin plastic legs in slacks and fluffy white socks, 
with those pompous leather loafers dangling to the knees of 
Blake’s pajamas. They were a pair of boys, grinning, wild- 
eyed in the middle of the night. 

Oscar rubbed his face; he was getting annoyed. “Come 
on now. You’ve gotta go back to bed.” Oscar thought he had 
locked the door. In fact, he was sure he had. He locked it 
every night and this night was no different, in fact, he 
remembered locking it. So how did Blake get in? Oscar 
stood up and grabbed Blake under the arms gently, lifting 
him up and off the bed, Blake kept the doll at his side, 
shoulder to shoulder as he did it. 


A string of drool spun down from Blake’s unmoving, 
smiling mouth, and then he spoke in a happy voice. “Bad 
boys get punished. Bad boys don’t get to have any fun. No 
candy for fa” 

“What’s going on? Are you sleep walking?” 

Blake stared up at Oscar and reached into Charlie’s 
pants pocket. 

“I’ve had enough of this.” Oscar ripped the doll off 
Blake’s hand and threw it to the floor. “It’s time to go back 
to bed.” 

Blake looked up at him in a daze. Oscar could see 
something had changed. “Hey, you ok buddy?” 

“Wha” Blake blinked, looking down at Charlie on the 
floor. 

“Hey, buddy. I think you were sleep walking.” 

“Huh?” 

“Kind of creeped me out.” 

“T think I’m dreaming.” 

Oscar chuckled. “Nope. Not dreaming. Just sleep 
walking.” He hoisted Blake up into his arms and carried 
him out. 

Charlie the doll mumbled “Shit asshole.” and hopped up, 
teetering after them down the unlit hallway. 

Oscar didn’t turn on the lights, he wanted to go right 
back to bed, took the stairs, holding Blake in one arm. 
Charlie the doll followed close behind, bouncing down each 
step, his little shoes padding along the carpet. Blake 
careened his head, watching over Oscar’s shoulder, and 
began to whimper as he watched the doll tramping down 
the staircase behind them. 

“Don’t cry, little buddy. It’s not that bad.” Oscar got to 
the last step, went through the dark living room and to 
Blake’s room. Charlie got out the pocketknife and flipped it 
open, exposing the blade. Oscar closed the door, shutting it 
in Charlie’s face. His plastic nose caved in on impact. 


“Fuck.” Charlie the doll grabbed his nose. It was dented 
inward. 

Oscar put Blake back in bed and threw the dinosaur 
covers over him. 

Blake whined. “I don’t want to be alone. I’m scared tha” 

In the dark Oscar could see Blake’s wincing face but 
ignored it. 

“You’re a big boy. You’ve gotta sleep in your own bed.” 
He adjusted the covers. “Ok good night.” Oscar came out of 
the room. The doll was laying on the floor, leaning against 
the door frame. Oscar swooped down, picking it up, and 
stood for a moment. How did that happen? How did the doll 
end up on the outside of the door? Oscar realized Blake 
must have picked it up when he carried him down and he 
just didn’t see. He must have dropped it. He thought for a 
moment to put the doll in Blake’s room, looking down at it. 
The nose looked funny. Oscar touched it. It was inside out, 
like an inward belly button. He squeezed it and it popped 
out, back to normal. 

He needed to get some sleep. It was late. He shook his 
head, irritated. “Ugh.” He groaned and threw the doll down 
on the couch. He slowly headed back upstairs and went to 
his room. Shut the door and locked it. Not wanting to be 
awoken like that again, he scooted a chair over, shoving it 
tight under the knob so that it couldn’t be opened from the 
outside. He laid back in bed, got comfortable, and then fell 
right back to sleep. 
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] t was around 6 am when Dawn came home. She didn’t 
turn the lights on and in the dark entry way she shuffled 

inside with a Styrofoam container of a _ half-eaten 
cheeseburger and a few French fries. She put it in the 
fridge and went to the living room for a much-needed nap. 
Maybe she could get 45 minutes before she had to go get 
Blake ready for school. The curtains were all closed on the 
windows, the living room was a cold black cave, beckoning 
her to sleep. 

Upstairs, Oscar had heard her come in and rolled over in 
bed. The covers were warm, and he didn’t want to get up 
yet, but the urge to pee pressed on him. Irritated, he 
flipped the blanket off, got up, and went to the bathroom. 
Standing at the commode he scratched his head, moving 
some of the wispy, fading hairs to the other side. 

He flushed and yawned. Went to the sink, squeezed 
some toothpaste, and brushed his teeth. Faggot. 

“What the fuck!” Oscar howled. 

Faggot was written with childish, uneven letters in bold, 
black marker across his forehead. He wiped at it with wet 
toilet paper, and nothing smeared. “Fuck!” he said again, 
his mouth gobbed with mint toothpaste. He spat it out and 
stomped out of the bathroom. 


Dawn was almost asleep, bare feet on the coffee table, 
resting in the inviting darkness of the living room. Oscar 
tramped down the hall upstairs. She slit one eye open, 
watching him careen down the staircase, his bathrobe 
flapping. He was a shadow coming right at her. He stood in 
the living room. She opened both eyes, made a weird face, 
scrunching her eyebrows as she looked at the markings on 
his forehead that she could barely see. 

“Look at what your shit kid did to me?” he pointed hard 
into his skull. 

“What?” Dawn sat up trying to focus. Oscar tapped his 
forehead angrily, his finger leaving white marks as he 
poked. Dawn’s mouth shot open. A sinking feeling set in, 
and the embarrassment crept up into her cheeks, blooming 
red flushes. “I’m sorry I don’t know how that” 

“Your kid has problems!” Oscar almost screamed but he 
was trying not to. 

“Shhhhh. I’ll deal with it. I don’t know” She turned on 
the lamp by the couch. 

Oscar stepped backward and yowled “Ahhhh!” he lifted 
his foot, glass splinted into the bottom of his heel. “What 
the hell!” 

She looked down to the side of the coffee table. She 
hadn’t noticed the broken vase and the flowers smeared 
and crushed into the carpet. 

“Are you insane!” Oscar yelled. 

“T didn’t see it!” Dawn batted her eyes around the room. 
It was a mess. 

“What do you mean you didn’t see it?” 

“IT don’t know. I didn’t see any of this stuff.” Dawn had 
him hop over and sit down on the couch. She turned on all 
the lights and scooted the coffee table across the floor, 
exposing the debris of the broken vase, and the mashed 
pink carnations rubbed into the carpet. 

Oscar fingered at a long thin shard poking from the 
bottom of his bloody foot. “What the fuck. Your kid has 


problems.” 
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A pit of anger and embarrassment combined raged 
inside Dawn. Her cheeks were red hot. She was 

mortified. Beyond mortified. She did not raise her son 
to dislike anyone, let alone write that awful word. Coming 
into Blake's room, she turned on the light and pulled the 
covers off of him. He was dead asleep, his head cocked 
oddly at an uncomfortable angel. She wanted to be careful 
about what she would do next, not wanting to over-react 
but the feelings inside her were seething. “Wake up.” She 
said softly. 

Blake didn’t respond, so she lightly shook his little 
shoulder. “Wake up Blake. I need to talk to you right now.” 

“Huh.” Blake moved his head, opened his eyes a little, 
and blinked at her. “I don’t want to go to school. I’m too 
sleepy.” 

“Blake, sit up for a minute honey.” 

“Mom” He pleaded. 

She curved her arm around him and sat him up, waiting 
for him to focus. 

In the kitchen, the back door shut. It was a little louder 
than usual, a passive-aggressive slam. It was Oscar going 
out to the patio for a cigarette, and he was angry, and his 
feelings were hurt. Dawn’s cheeks percolated warmer with 


the mania of deep rage and shame. She wondered how 
Blake could do something like that. She’s never used that 
word around him or known anyone that would. And of 
course, she didn’t feel that way about gays or hang around 
people that did. How could this have happened? How did 
he know that word? Blake tried to lean back but she held 
him up. 

“Mom.” He complained. 

“Why did you write that on Oscar?” 

“What?” 

“Why did you do that? That’s not nice.” 

“What did I do?” He rubbed his eyes. 

“You wrote that bad word.” 

“What bad word?” he looked at her helplessly. 

“Why would you say that about him? Who told you it was 
bad to be gay? Do the kids at school talk like that?” 

“What?” 

“Listen carefully. Ok?” 


“Ok.” 

“Who’s telling you it’s bad to be gay?” 

“No one.” 

“Then why would you be mean to Oscar about being 
gay?” 

“Oscar’s gay?” 

“Yes.” 


“T didn’t know that. I thought he was married.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T thought his wife was Silvia.” 

“You thought he was married to his roommate before 
us?” 

“Yeah.” Blake looked at her blankly. “Oscar’s gay? I 
didn’t know.” 

Dawn was confused, none of this made any sense. 

“Does he think I don’t like him?” 

Dawn stared at her son, searching deep in his eyes 
looking for the lie. If he was lying, she could tell. She knew 


what it looked like when he lied. 

But he wasn’t lying. He was telling the truth. He hadn’t 
known Oscar was gay. He probably didn’t know what faggot 
meant, so she asked. “Honey, do you know what faggot 
means?” 

Blake thought about it for a moment. “No?” 

“Are you sure you don’t know what it means?” 

“T don’t know what fabbit means.” Blake said softly. “I’m 
sorry for what I did. I didn’t know I hurt his feelings.” 
Blake’s eyes started to welt and puff, tears streamed down 
his cheeks. “I don’t know what I did.” 

“It’s ok sweetie. It’s ok.” Dawn pulled him into her chest 
and hugged him tight, told him to lay back down and get 
some sleep. She wouldn’t make him go to school today. He 
was too tired for that today and she had to get to the 
bottom of this. 

In the kitchen, Oscar was looking at a warped reflection 
of himself in the toaster, trying to rub the letters out on his 
forehead with a soggy paper towel. He had a Brillo pad 
next to him. He was thinking he might use that next. “Did 
you talk to him?” 

“He says he didn’t do it.” 

“You're fucking kidding me.” 

“I believe him. He can’t even spell most words.” 

“Of course, he did it. There’s no other explanation.” 
Oscar gruffed. 

“T know but” 

“He needs a shrink.” Oscar lifted the Brillo pad and very 
gently began to scrape at his forehead. 
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] t had been a long, quiet day at the house with Oscar and 
Blake. After sleeping in a few more hours Blake had 

gotten up and apologized while he ate cereal with 
banana. Oscar excepted, but his feelings were still hurt, 
and you could tell. He said nothing all day. Later, Dawn was 
in the kitchen getting ready to make an afternoon snack of 
peanut butter on celery. She got peanut butter on her 
fingers and needed more paper towels, went under the sink 
to get a fresh roll and there was the doll, looking at her 
from under the sink, sitting next to the rat poison and 
Clorox. 

She pulled it out, looking at it. “I hate this fucking 
thing.” And it smelled, the odor was that under the kitchen 
sink smell, that funky scent that wafted and she didn’t want 
that smell to get on Blake. She could wash it she guessed, 
wipe it down with some wipes, or throw the doll in the 
laundry. Deciding to just wash its outfit, she removed the 
bow tie and pants, sprung off the suspenders, and peeled 
the shirt off. Her mouth went lax and drooped open. 

There was that same writing that was on Oscar’s 
forehead. On the doll’s flat plastic chest was an address 
written by a child and some of the letters were backward. 


Her heart pounded two hard thumps and went back to 
normal. She didn’t remember it being there before when 
she looked for the voice box a few days ago. She was sure it 
hadn’t been there before. So how had it gotten there? She 
stared at it, wondering if it was a real address. Of course, it 
was but where was it? She put the doll down and threw the 
tiny clothes in the wash. Finished making the snack for 
Blake and went to the living room, handing him the plate. 
He quietly said thank you and she patted his head. 

Blake looked up at Oscar who was halfway through a 
mystery novel. Oscar wasn’t looking at him. Blake looked 
down at his plate of peanut-buttered celery. “Hey, Oscar?” 

“Yeah.” Oscar said annoyed, refusing to look up from his 
book. The letters on his forehead were still very visible 
along with lots of red marks from trying to rub it off. 

“Do you want my celery?” Blake stood, wobbling, and 
tried to hand him the plate. 

Dawn could hear them from the kitchen as she went 
through her cell phone. She searched for the address in 
Google maps and it was real, and not too far away. It would 
take her only a few minutes to get there. “Hey, can you 
watch Blake for a little while? I have to go run an errand 
real quick.” 

“Really?” Oscar said sarcastically, looking up from his 
book, a peanut-buttered celery dangling from his mouth. 
“Ok then.” 

“Thanks. I owe you.” Dawn said, grabbing the doll and 
her keys and purse and headed out. 

Oscar rolled his eyes and went back to his book. 
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D awn left the house, looking again at the scrap of 
paper. She had scribbled down the address written on 

the dummy’s chest. It was in River Oaks, the rich 
neighborhood only a few minutes away. She threw the doll 
in the back seat of the Toyota, got in, buckled up. But as 
she pulled out of the driveway something didn’t feel right. 
It took a while to know exactly why she was so uneasy. She 
didn’t want that thing behind her where she couldn't see it 
and as she drove slowly down Westheimer and people 
honked for her to go faster, she looked more at the doll and 
less on the road. 

She passed The House of Pies and thought of pulling 
over there but didn’t want her coworkers to see her. Not 
with this dummy. She kept driving and checking the 
rearview mirror, watching it nervously. Another block 
down, she pulled over at Chacho’s, a colorful 24- hour 
Mexican restaurant. Some people were on the patio, eating 
Tacos. She got out of the car and stared at them as she 
went to the back seat. They watched as they chewed, 
wondering why she was looking at them. 

She bent down inside the car, got the doll out of the 
back seat, and put it in the front. Now they were really 
watching. Dawn, unsure of what to do exactly, decided to 


buckle it in the seatbelt. Awkwardly, she walked back 
around the car. Everyone was staring at her. She got in and 
left, peeling out, tires squeaking with embarrassment. 

A block down the road, she started staring at the doll 
seated beside her. She hated that it had to be in the car 
seat like a real person. She knew how stupid it was. She 
knew. And as an eighteen-wheeler pulled up next to her and 
the driver looked down and did a double-take and laughed, 
She felt like a moron. 

But this was no normal dummy. It gave her the creeps 
and whatever was going on with her son, the doll was 
responsible somehow. Deep down, secretly she felt like it 
was alive. She felt like when she looked at it, it looked back 
at her. Like it had a mind of its own and it could think, and 
most scary and confusing of all, it could move and walk and 
do things. 

She turned down Willowick Rd. and kept a close watch 
on the doll, only looking up every once in a while. The 
Toyota began to veer to the left and as she looked up, she 
would turn the steering wheel slightly in the other direction 
to stay in the middle of the road. At the corner of Olympia 
Drive, she ran over the curb. The car jolted Dawn to the 
side, bumping her head against the window. She rode the 
grass for a minute, almost grazing a fire hydrant. Then 
corrected with a sharp turn, bouncing off, rocking her side 
to side. All wheels on the road again, leaving a mud trail on 
the lawn. 

A Hispanic housekeeper, pushing a double stroller with 
twins, eyed her suspiciously as she passed. Dawn waved 
politely and shuddered. She looked down in the passenger 
seat and the dummy was gone. She slammed the breaks. 
The car shrieked to a stop. The smell of rubber fumes 
marked the street. Whipping the seatbelt off, she got out 
and looked from outside the car. 

The doll was in the back on the floorboard, the head 
tucked under the back end of her car seat. She leaned in 


back there, pulled it out by its scrawny legs, and could 
swear she heard mumbling. She refused to look at its face 
and grabbed a dirty gym bag from the back seat, shoving 
the doll inside, zipped it closed, and put it in the front next 
to her. Dawn shifted the gear to drive. The Toyota propelled 
forward. She had to get to this damn address and get rid of 
this fucking thing. She looked again at the scrap of paper, 
gritting her teeth. 

The Toyota cruised on, going a steady 20 mph. She 
steered with one hand, the other held the handles to the 
gym bag to make sure it stayed closed. Though the car 
bounced a little as they went, she could swear something 
was moving in the bag. The zipper was nudging itself open 
and she grabbed it, sliding it shut again. She held the 
handles as tight as she could as they stretched apart in her 
hand. Her grip was loosening, but she buckled down with 
everything she had, trying to keep her fingers from prying 
open. With her desperate grip on the handles, it was clear, 
the dummy was trying to push its way out of the bag. 

She reached the address and parked, leaving the engine 
on. It was a white, mini-mansion, plantation-style house 
with a large yard and a bunch of blooming trees in the 
front. She got out of the car, bag gripped in her tight 
bulging knuckles, knocking, and bucking around as she 
quickly hobbled up the long stretch of sidewalk. She 
grabbed the straps of the bag with both hands as they 
yanked in her grip. Tiny footprints kicked from inside the 
bag, almost tearing it. She hurried, started to jog, not 
wanting it to open. When Dawn reached the porch, she 
unzipped the bag and dumped Charlie the doll face down 
on the doormat. She hurried away, not wanting to look 
back. But she could hear something very clearly. “I'll get 
you bitch!” 
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he dummy gnashed down with his wide squares of 

teeth. Racing down the sidewalk to the street, he 

growled. Rage heaved inside him like a _ turbine, 
flexing his plastic chest. He didn’t have lungs, but he 
breathed anger. From across the street, a few squirrels 
flittered their tails watching him closely. He gave them the 
finger. “What the shit are you looking at you little cunts!” 

A red and white suburban drove past, but no one in the 
car noticed him. The squirrels flicked their tales and 
returned up the oak trees for safety, watching the doll from 
the winding branches. 

He turned and headed back up the sidewalk. Little angry 
steps. Returned to the porch where he slunk down to sit for 
a rest. 

After a while, he stood and tried to get in but couldn’t 
reach the doorknob, and then he tried to open the front 
windows but gave up when he couldn’t lift them. He sat in 
one of the bushes in the front yard and watched 
housekeepers walking by with toddlers in strollers. The 
squirrels from across the street ventured into the yard and 
skittered the lawn in the hot afternoon. A few came close 
and sniffed around him, twitching their tails nervously and 
then scampering away. He laid on the mulch under the 


shade of the bushes, wondering what he’d do to Dawn. 
She’d pay for this. No one got rid of him. No one. The 
whole day passed away as he lay there, wide-eyed and 
thinking gruesome thoughts. 

Late that night, he crawled out of the bush and went 
around the whole house, frogs hopping over his tiny 
loafers. He tried each window, pulling each one to see if it 
would open. They were all locked. Nacho the neighbor’s 
little dog, trotted the neighbor’s yard, following the doll as 
he went, growling and sniffing, staring at him in between 
the slats in the fence. 

“Cunt off, shithead!” The doll whispered. 

Nacho twitched his nose, wagging his tail. He scratched 
the fence, desperate to get to the other side. 

Around the back by the kitchen, the doll picked at a 
window screen, but he couldn’t wedge his fingers in well 
enough and could only manage to get a corner loose. 

“Come on you stupid twat.” He mumbled pinching his 
fingers into the opening. He pried and yanked but the 
screen was stuck in place. He struggled to pull it up, using 
all the force in his thin, plastic legs. There was no use. 
Even if he got the whole screen off the window was still 
closed. He couldn’t get inside. 

Nacho barked. 

“Fuck you, you little shit!” The doll yelled tramping 
through the mulch, heading around the edge of the house. 
A frog hopped past his tiny loafers and he bent down 
lunging at it but it flopped away before his little fingers 
could catch it. 

He marched around the front and Nacho followed along 
the fence, yowling. The doll stomped along the grass and 
went through the front yard. Nacho let out a loud muddle 
of barking, warning him not to come back. 

The doll turned around. “Dumb, whore dog. Fucking 
asshole.” He mumbled. 


Nacho barked and growled. The dummy smiled, staring, 
thinking of whether or not to go back, noting the long 
distance between him and the fence, deciding it wasn’t 
worth the trouble. He rolled his big eyes and turned back 
around. Heading down Willowick Rd. With each short 


stride, he was that much closer to returning to that bitch 
Dawn’s place. 
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ason had awoken again. These past few weeks he’s 

slept in this new place had been hell. If he wasn’t 

having nightmares about his family and his childhood, 
he was waking up in a cold sweat, thinking Gladys was 
creeping around the house, doing something weird. 
Something was scaring him awake and tonight was no 
different. 

Jason could barely see. It was around three in the 
morning he assumed. It felt like 3 am. Like he had been 
sleeping for hours and the world was completely silent. 
Nothing was going on, no movement or signs of life 
anywhere, except something was going on. He could feel it. 
He was startled for some reason, and something had woken 
him up. But he didn’t know what it could be, and the 
curtains had been tightly closed so there was no light in the 
room. He grabbed his cellphone, torching the room, used it 
to navigate. 

What had he heard? When you woke up from a dead 
sleep you could never be sure. Did you really hear those 
sounds or were you dreaming? 

Nacho, the neighbor’s dog was barking, and he sounded 
angry. Jason stumbled to the window and pulled the 


curtains and blinds. The streetlights lit his scrawny bare 
chest. 

Frantically he searched the yard. Everything was inky- 
black and all shadows but there was something moving 
around down there. He could hear it. It was a very small 
sound. 

Jason, too blurry to think, slowly turned his head, 
looking around the yard for more information but didn’t see 
anything. There were only the bushes and the magnolias in 
front. Nothing looked out of place or changed. What am I 
hearing? He wondered, unable to come up with anything, 
and rubbed his eyes. 

Then he saw something moving in the dark. It was a 
raccoon, he was sure, but the form wasn’t all the way into 
view yet. It must be a raccoon crawling along the yard but 
something in him forced his groggy eyes to stare harder, 
identify the animal’s exact shape. Now he could see it was 
walking upright. It wasn’t a raccoon. 

A small red-headed boy was going across the yard 
towards the street. A toddler. Jason wanted to run down, go 
outside and grab them. But his blood was cold and 
prickling his arms. Keep looking. He squinted at the child. 
Something was wrong with the arms and legs. He wasn’t 
walking right. The legs weren’t moving enough and too 
stiff. The arms weren’t swaying much, seemingly stuck to 
the sides of the torso, giving no natural movement. There 
was a bobbing motion with each stiff-legged step, and it 
started to turn around. Jason, not knowing why, hid behind 
the curtain but managed to peek out through a small sliver. 
The dummy looked up towards the windows but didn’t see 
anything. Nacho, ears perked to straight arrows, raced 
along the fence and barked with persistent yowls and yips. 

Jason could barely see the dummy roll his eyes with 
annoyance. They flickered bright, magnetic blue in the 
clear moonlight. He continued to walk down through the 


yard. His tiny shoes folded the grass underfoot, as he 
bobbly made his way to the street. 
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W ith all the streetlamps and headlights from passing 
cars, everything was fairly well-lit, even though it 

was the middle of the night. After an hour of teeny 
steps, the doll finally reached Westheimer. The long stretch 
of road, eight lanes across, where no one noticed him 
trundling along the sidewalk even though the street was 
quite busy. Drivers simply didn’t see him. 

He came up to a bus stop. A homeless woman poked her 
head out from the side. Her blonde hair was caked into 
dirty ribbons, her clothes were crusted with gunk. She had 
been sleeping but a passing car had honked a few minutes 
ago, blasting her awake. 

She shouted at the doll. “Go home, tiny man! No one 
wants you out here!” 

The dummy snarled. “Oh, go shit yourself you useless 
twat!” 

“Fuck you! Tiny conservative man!” She threw a half- 
drank Pepsi bottle at him, but it missed and rolled into the 
road. 

He turned around. “Suck my little cock you late-night 
whore prowler!” He grabbed the flat plastic where his 
groin would be. 


The homeless woman started walking towards him and 
he moved a little faster but not fast enough. His short legs 
were fast-paced flicks, only moving him forward little by 
little. Quickly, she was catching up and spitting between 
her top row of missing teeth. She screamed. “Short dick 
man!” As she flew past him and into the street to retrieve 
the half drank Pepsi. 

He kept walking but looked back, watching her return to 
the bus stop. A car honked as she got out of the road. 

He huffed past a corner store to The House of Pies 
which had a full parking lot, half of it, police patrol cars. He 
walked over to the nearest one and pulled out his 
pocketknife and stabbed one of the tires. The air sprayed 
out only a hair, but you could hear it indefinitely deflating. 
He walked along the side of the car, screeking and slicing 
the side of it, making a long line of silver near the bottom. 
“Stupid bitch police!” He went to one more and did all four 
tires. He kicked the bumper, trying to dent it but couldn’t 
cause any damage. His loafers were getting scuffed and so 
he stopped. 

From there, a giant red wig caught his attention. Inside 
the big window at the front of the diner was a table of drag 
queens in runway costumes. He went over to it, stretched 
as tall as he could, and peeked up at them, his eyes at 
elbow level. The one with red hair wore a tight, flashy 
corset. The wig was towering three feet and _ glittery. 
Another one had on a ridiculous purple cellophane wedding 
dress and one looked like she was from the 1950s, with a 
plane Jackie O haircut and a pill box hat. Two more were 
out of costume but still had the makeup on. The table was a 
mess of half-eaten waffles and what was left of burgers and 
shakes, fries, and smears of ketchup, spilling over a plate. 

The dummy yelled. “God damn cunting faces! You 
useless twats! Fuck you!” He slapped the window, but no 
one noticed. “You red-headed fuck!” He pointed at the one 
in the clownish wig. 


No one heard him at all. He gave up and walked away. 

Chacho’s, the Mexican place, was also busy, but people 
were too drunk to notice him. As he toddled past the 
driveway exit, a large black jeep rushed past him, engulfing 
him in black exhaust. 

The night was noisy with the sound of racing cars and 
drunks laughing. Some of the clubs were still going with 
loud, obnoxious music, the base buzzing the concrete. 

An old 70’s yellow Cadillac passed by. It went further 
down the street and made a U-turn. As it got closer, it 
slowed to a stop. The window started to drop but then the 
wheels screeched, and it sped away. The dummy chuckled. 

He walked over empty chip bags and a stub of a 
cigarette stuck to the bottom of his shoe. He picked it off 
and brushed off the tassels. He kept walking, now able to 
see the street a few lights down, where Dawn’s apartment 
was. He huffed with relief. A scrawny, smelly rat darted 
past him, and Charlie sprung down, grabbing the thing. It 
squirmed and scratched violently until he snapped its back 
in his little tight fingers. The dead rat was losing 
momentum, the tail lassoing with jerking twitches. He 
carried it with him. 

Charlie collected things like that you could say. Who 
knows how it would come into use? 

Finally, it took about two and a half hours in total to get 
to Dawn’s apartment. His legs couldn’t go any faster, 
making a clicking sound with each step near the end, he 
was exhausted. He got to the front porch, pulled out his 
pocketknife. He jiggled it in the gears of the lock and it 
popped open. He went inside. 

His hair was a mess and he combed it over with his little 
hand. Inside the apartment was pitch black. Blake and 
Oscar were both in their rooms, sleeping. Charlie held the 
rat, tail lax and twisty. He wanted to put it in the 
microwave and do twenty minutes, but he couldn’t reach 
the handle and was too weak to pull a chair across the floor 


and stand on it. He went into Blake’s bedroom, bobbing 
along happily, and thought of putting it in his sock drawer 
for a good scare, but to open the drawer would be too loud 
and he didn’t want to wake him. 

This had to be a surprise. 

Blake’s backpack was on the floor and open. 

Charlie chuckled, dunking the dead rat inside, zipping it 
up quietly. The tail stuck out a little and he unzipped, 
pushed it in, and re-zipped the bag. Giggling, he left the 
room and found a good place to hide. 
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In the morning 


ason followed his regular AM routine. He had one now. 

Something cultivated over the last few weeks to make 

this place seem more his own. After getting up and 
opening the curtains, he looked out the window. The 
thought of last night jarred him. He was staring at that spot 
on the lawn. Where that thing was. That wasn’t real. You’re 
just stressed out. You’re just too lonely. You’re ok. He 
headed to the bathroom. Then made the bed. 

Last week or so, he had removed his grandfather’s fancy 
sheets, replacing them with two blankets he kept on his 
bed in Austin. It wasn’t as nice of course but he was more 
comfortable sleeping on them. He had put down his old rug 
too, and the room seemed a little more familiar. 

There was a wrinkled poster on the wall of his favorite 
movie, The Thing. And one of a metal band he liked that he 
saw in Austin a few times. He thought to put up pictures of 
friends. He’d gone and printed from ones on his phone of 
Danny, his old roommate, and some people in Austin, but 
taping them up on the wall he felt stupid and bad about 


himself. No one had tried to stay in contact with him since 
he’d been here. Maybe they didn’t even think about him at 
all. He put those photos in the bottom drawer of the 
dresser and had considered just throwing them away. 

Breakfast was usually a coffee place by the Joel Osteen 
stadium. He’d leave the house for a bit, go through the 
drive-thru and order a double of espresso on ice with cream 
and maybe sugar. He might get a cookie or a croissant or 
something. They had started to recognize him now and 
always knew his name and what he liked to order. Today, at 
the drive-thru the lady didn’t hear him right and when he 
corrected her, she sounded annoyed. On the way back, he 
sipped his drink nervously, wondering if she had done 
something to it. He ate a breakfast sandwich that was 
really good and when he got home the sun was hot already 
and pouring through the trees. 

He decided to sit on the bench in the backyard for a 
while, while he could before the heat was unbearable. He 
spent all day inside to stay comfortable, so the mornings 
were spent out here if it wasn’t too bad yet. Sitting there, 
listening to the birds, his mind began to float, like it had 
been doing lately, to his childhood. 

He tried not to sulk on things, and through the weeks it 
had gotten easier to be alone so much. The only person 
who knew about his problems was Danny. That was the only 
person he could talk to. They had spoken about when he 
was a kid. What happened when he moved to Houston and 
that new school and the fire in the gym and how Jason had 
gotten blamed for it all and then diagnosed as a “crazy 
person.” Maybe it was the way he felt in this city. That’s 
what was causing the new hallucinations and all. Maybe he 
was feeling stressed about not having any friends here. 

It’s like being back here, he was getting tied back into 
the past. Like it was all overlapping and braiding together 
again. That’s how he felt going to that school when he was 
a kid. No friends in a whole new place. He had heard about 


how when some people get very lonely, they start to lose it. 
Maybe that’s what was happening to him now. He needed 
to talk to someone or maybe hang out or something. 

Maybe Danny was gonna throw another rager soon. 
Maybe he could drive into Austin and go stay at Danny’s 
place, maybe even sleep in his old room and party there. 
For when he had another rager or whatever. Jason pulled 
out his phone, looking at it for a moment, deciding. 

He texted Danny. 

Hey wuz up 

He waited for a reply. 

Empty minutes passed while he watched the back yard 
feeling the breeze. As the waiting painfully stretched out, 
he grew desperate and that melted into feeling pathetic. He 
stared at the phone screen and then put it in his pocket and 
tried not to get too emotional. His eyes were wetting. It felt 
like he was drowning kind of. 

He had tried not to think about what he saw last night in 
the yard. That thing. Instead of beating himself up over 
what he thought he saw, he chopped it up to just being 
mostly asleep. What good would it do to worry about 
hallucinating? He was taking the pills. He sat on the bench 
Googling a therapist for the area. He’d get an appointment 
as soon as some of the trust money came in. He needed 
someone to talk to out here anyways. 

He noticed the screen on the back side of the house. 
One of the windows to the living room had the screen 
popped out. Only a corner. 

He stood up. Brent came out of his house making a loud 
burp. Jason waved and Brent saw him from over the fence. 
He yelled. “Hey, dude!” 

Nacho barked at some birds or something and began 
trotting the yard with excitement. 

Jason was glad to see him. “Hey! Come on over if you 
want.” He said walking to the window. 


Brent came through the gate, wobbling it closed, Nacho 
bouncing alongside him. 

Jason crouched, gently trying to pop the window screen 
back into place. It was only loose on the bottom corner, but 
he couldn’t get it back in there and if he pushed too hard, 
he might stretch the mesh covering. Brent stood over him, 
hands on his hips. “Yeah, the damn raccoons are a 
nuisance, especially since we’ve got all those woods over 
there.” he gestured to the ramble of trees far in the back of 
the yard. “I’ll be golfing sometimes and see them. We have 
one mama and her babies, but I thought we got them 
picked up by pest control about two months ago.” 

Nacho sniffed the grass. 

The screen made a loud click, sticking back into the 
window frame and Jason dusted his hands on his shorts. 
“Got it.” 

“I can give you the number to my pest guy.” 

Gladys poked her head out of the kitchen. Her white hair 
swayed in the light breeze. “We got raccoons again?” She 
twanged. 

“T bet you do!” Brent said. “I try to get rid of them, pest 
control got a couple last month but with us right on the golf 
course and the bayou there’s no shortage of em.” 

Gladys nodded. “We need to put out some traps. I’ll call 
the pest control again.” She went back inside. 

Brent scratched at his elbow. “I can go get you the 
number of my pest guy. He might be cheaper than whoever 
yall’ve got.” 

“Ok sounds good.” 

Nacho and Brent went home to retrieve the number. 
Jason walked inside. In the kitchen, Gladys was hunched 
over, going through an ancient Rolodex that looked like it 
was at least twenty years old. 

“Hey Gladys, we need to talk.” 

She looked up from the Rolodex. “Talk about what?” 


“T really think. It’s time you move on from here. I mean 
don’t you have family? Or don’t you want to retire and” 

She tightened her lips to thin lines. She was angry. “I’ve 
been working for your grandpa for over ten years.” 

“I know this job means a lot to you, but I don’t think” 

“And I live in the apartment upstairs.” 

“I know. I was thinking about that. Maybe I could buy it 
from you with whatever money I get. I just want you to 
have a good retirement and” 

“You need me here. What do you think? You can hire 
someone that’ll do a better job?” 

Jason just looked at her, saying nothing. 

“Huh.” She huffed. “I doubt it.” 

“I was planning on just keeping it up myself.” 

Gladys laughed. “You think you can keep this place clean 
all by yourself?” 

Jason rubbed the back of his neck. “I just don’t have any 
money to pay you and I’m sorry but” 

“This is ridiculous. I’ve been working for your grandpa 
for over ten years.” She said again and then paused, 
staring at him intensely. 

Jason had no reaction. What was he supposed to say? 

“Fine!” she stomped out the back door slamming it 
behind her. She went in the garage and slammed that door 
too. 

Jason stood there gawking for a moment. 

How hard could it be to clean this house all by himself? 
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ason got a stickynote pad and pen and searched all the 

rooms, jotting down little notes along the way. The 

living room wasn’t too bad. But the bird room need to 
be dusted, and with all those frames of birds, he knew it 
would be a pest after a while. There were knickknacks 
everywhere, “dust collectors” his mom would say. The 
guest rooms upstairs weren’t bad at all, in fact, nothing 
was out of place. He could just never go in them, so they 
wouldn’t get dirty. But the floors needed to be mopped and 
the sinks and tubs in the bathrooms needed to be cleaned 
and the windows would get dirty and there was all kinds of 
stuff he had never put thought into before. Adding up all 
the little notes on the pages of the stickypad, it looked like 
would take all day to clean this house. Even if it was just 
one day a month, it wasn’t something he wanted to tackle 
alone. 

He got a text from Brent. It was a picture of a card for 
pest control. 

Jason googled a maid service. For the quote for pricing, 
they asked the size of the house. He wasn’t sure but said 
maybe the house was 4000 square feet. The quote they 
gave was more than he had in his bank account. Which 
didn’t surprise him much. He needed to get the trust 


money soon if he was going to be able to buy anything. 
He’d call the lawyer soon and talk about that. 

Mapping out what to do first he went downstairs to a 
small closet he had noticed before, full of cleaning supplies. 
It had mops and brooms hanging on the hooks on the walls 
and shelves of Windex, Clorox wipes, bleach, silver polish, 
and everything else you could think of. He grabbed a 
bucket from the bottom shelf and put a few things in, got 
some rags that looked like old, cut up towels, unhooked a 
mop, and the best-looking broom. In the kitchen, he 
whipped open a big trash bag and went around the house 
collecting the trash from the trash cans. Then he went 
gathering what clothes needed to be washed and started a 
load of laundry. 

He made his bed, trying not to think of his grandpa. But 
it was hard. 

How long had he slept in this bed? 

Should he get a new one? 

Yeah. 

When the money came in, he’d get whatever the hell 
kind of bed he wanted. And he’d get whatever sheets he 
wanted. 

He swept and mopped everywhere, even the bathrooms 
and hall closets upstairs, which he had almost skipped. 
Cleaned the showers. Windexed all the windows. He 
sanitized all the knobs and sink handles with Clorox wipes, 
something he did in his old apartment. You never knew how 
dirty everyone’s hands were. He dusted the things in the 
poker closet. That was important. Those things needed to 
be kept up with if they were going to last forever. 

He was exhausted and there was still a lot to do. The 
blinds needed to be dusted. The carpets needed 
vacuuming. It was a mountain of cleaning and at this point, 
he just wanted to cry. He looked down at his watch. 

Hours had passed. 


He was done. No more chores. Right now, what he 
wanted most was a hot shower. 

He peeled off his dusty clothes, damp under the arms, 
he’d put on something fresh when he got out. After 
washing everything he stood there relaxing under the hot 
water, looking blankly at the tiles. He got out, went to the 
bedroom where he dried his hair, and flipped through the 
tv. It was dim and cool; the fan whirred a cold breeze down 
on him. He looked to the side, finishing his hair and wiping 
his arms again and he could see straight into the garage 
apartment window. He turned to go close the blinds. Gladys 
wobbled past her window, wearing a frilly, white, cotton 
night gown. It was very old and thin, and exposed her 
boobs through the see-through fabric, hanging low to her 
stomach. Jason could see her shape well defined and her 
hips that were exceedingly wide. She saw him, standing in 
there naked, holding the towel. He covered himself. Gladys 
flung her arms around her nightgown to hide her figure 
and mouthed the word pervert. Jason rolled his eyes, 
hurried to the window, and closed the blinds. 

“What a crazy lady.” He shook his head. He went to the 
laundry room and got a fresh shirt and shorts from the 
dryer, put them on, returned to his bed, flopped down on 
the mattress, and sunk into his blankets. 

He put some game show on the tv, a hummed droll of 
white noise, perfect for a nap. Jason drifted close to sleep 
but kept slipping out of it. He was thinking of Gladys. What 
was her relationship with his grandpa? Why did Jason 
dislike her so much? And maybe she wasn’t that bad. But 
he knew something was up with her. Maybe she stole 
things or maybe she took advantage of his grandpa 
somehow. Something wasn’t right about her. 
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] t was late in the morning, almost 11. After sleeping in, 
Jason had skipped the drive-thru for once, mainly to 

save money. Still half asleep, eyes half-open, he was 
slouched at the kitchen table for breakfast. He had made 
scrambled eggs and bacon with coffee. The eggs were over- 
cooked and the bacon was too soft. Jason shoved a heap of 
the eggs into his mouth. He was just hungry and wanted to 
get it over with. The eggs were brown in some spots from 
being overdone. And over-cooked eggs were inedible for 
him. While he chewed the mouthful, he decided he didn’t 
want anymore and went to throw it all in the trash. That’s 
when Gladys walked in. 

The first thing she noticed was the bucket of cleaning 
supplies still out on the counter, the empty bottle of 
Windex, and the grimy rags. 

“Oh, you did clean up. Good for you.” She smiled sadly. 

“Good morning.” Jason said politely. He did feel sorry for 
her. He scrapped his plate of eggs and bacon into the trash. 

Gladys furrowed her eyebrows. “What’s going on? 
You’re not hungry this morning?’ 

Jason smiled. “Oh, I’m hungry I just cooked everything 
wrong.” 

“Oh.” Gladys nodded. “I’ll make you something good.” 


“No that’s ok.” Jason put the plate in the dishwasher. He 
didn’t want her to do anything. 

Gladys slid the Houston Chronicle across the counter, 
sat on a barstool, and popped it open to the front page. 

It read HOUSTON KIDNAPPINGS ON THE RISE. Over 
twenty new cases of abductions. All victims were positive 
for Covid-19 and were taken from their homes. No leads yet 
on who could be involved. 

He watched her for a moment, at her eyes darting along 
the page, and then he cleared his throat. The awkward 
tension in the room made the air feel heavy and 
unbreathable. But maybe it was just him. He noticed her 
baby blue V-neck, and her boobs were hanging down, 
stretching the material, showing a lot of cleavage. It really 
showed off the freckles on her chest and the wrinkled flaps 
on her neck. She was wearing lipstick too. Jason looked 
away, confused, thinking about how he accidentally saw her 
in the window yesterday. He wanted to go upstairs and just 
watch tv or something, but he needed to make polite 
conversation, and plus he needed to ask. “So, what are 
your plans? Have you made any yet?” 

“Plans about what?” she asked from behind the 
newspaper. 

He watched her eyes scanning the main article. “I mean 
about moving and maybe retirement?” 

She scathed at him, pressing her slim, lipstick red lips. 
“T said I’m not leaving. This is my home.” 

“IT know, but don’t you have family you want to spend 
time with or” 

“No. I don’t. Your grandfather was my family. And you 
should treat me like family too.” 

Jason didn’t know what to say. He just sat there. 

She popped the newspaper, flapping the loose skin of 
her underarms, closed it, and put it down. “You hungry? I’m 
gonna make you something you’re gonna like.” She forced 
a smile. 


“No, that’s ok. Really.” 

She went in the fridge, condiments rattling and 
clanking, pulled out bread and lunch meat, cheese, 
tomatoes, and mayo, and pushed it closed with her butt. 
Got a plate from the cabinet and put two slices of white 
bread down, putting the mayo on first. Big gobs of white, 
plopped down on the bread. Jason watched but he was 
getting nauseous, so he decided to read the paper, trying to 
ignore the whole thing. He ached to go upstairs and be 
alone but didn’t want to be rude, so he just sat there, 
patiently waiting for her to make a sandwich that he didn’t 
want. 

“IT made this for your granddaddy all the time. This is the 
way he liked it.” 

“That’s cool.” Jason smiled, noticing there was only one 
plate on the counter. “Are you gonna make one for 
yourself?” He regretted asking, immediately thinking he 
didn’t want her to think that he wanted to eat with her. He 
really didn’t. 

She looked up from making the sandwich. “No, I ate 
already. Had my coffee and donut.” 

Jason was relieved. He could take the sandwich upstairs 
hopefully, not have to be around her much longer. He 
focused down on the newspaper to read the article about 
the abductions, which took over most of the space on the 
front page and continued to another. 

Houston had this on the news a lot, abductions of people 
with covid. It made absolutely no sense. There were 
theories, though some that were too outlandish to be true 
but fun to read about non-the-less. This article was just 
talking about the victims mostly. One person was a big 
black guy named Roger and by the looks of him posing in 
the picture they used, he might have been gay. Jason noted 
how tall and strong he looked. He wondered how someone 
like that could even get kidnapped. Jason thought he’d be 
pretty hard to kidnap and was about half this guy’s size. 


Gladys placed the plate with a neatly folded paper towel 
down under the newspaper and Jason smiled at her. “Thank 
you!” he said over-enthusiastically. It was an accident of 
course. He didn’t want the sandwich. 

Cheerfully, she put all the stuff away back in the fridge 
and sat down on the barstool again. Staring at him. Jason 
lifted the sandwich. It did look pretty good. He guessed at 
this point he’d have to eat it in front of her. 

He took a bite. Mayo oozed from the sides and a glob of 
white plunked on his napkin. It tasted good. The tomato 
was ripe, and the chicken was moist, the tang of the mayo 
hit the back of his tongue 

and wait. 

It was rancid. 

The sour overtook everything, and he lifted his napkin to 
spit it out. Gladys stared at him smiling. 

He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t swallow it. He 
didn’t want to. She watched and he became more 
uncomfortable. “Mmmmmm.” He smiled dotting his mouth 
with his napkin. 

“Is good?” she beamed. 

He thought of what to do. He could spit it out, but that 
would cause an argument or maybe she would act 
victimized. He didn’t want to deal with any more drama, so 
he forced himself to swallow and choked it down his throat. 
“IT need something to drink. Excuse me.” He stood up and 
got a Coke out of the fridge, popping it open and guzzling 
half the Dr. Pepper all at once. He looked at her, her back 
turned towards him, she started reading the paper again. 
His stomach was cramping. It couldn’t be from the 
sandwich. It was too soon, right? He couldn’t be sick 
already. He went into the fridge and got the mayo out. 
“Hey, I think this is bad actually.” 

“No, it’s not. I like that brand.” Gladys flipped the pages, 
heading towards the sports section. 


“No, I mean. Not the brand. I mean I think the mayo is 
old.” 

Gladys turned around and hopped off the stool, 
snatching the jar out of his hand. She read the label. “No. 
Look.” She pointed at the date on the label. “See here. This 
says it expires in January next year.” She rolled her eyes 
and put it back in the fridge. “It’s fine.” 

Jason’s face flushed, he was getting angry and the 
cramping in his stomach was deeper this time. He should 
probably go to the bathroom. “No. It’s not fine. It’s rancid.” 

Gladys threw her arms up defensively. “Fine! I’ll just buy 
some more when I’m at the store then.” 

“Good. Thank you.” Jason started to leave the kitchen to 
go upstairs. 

“You know your grandad would be ashamed of you.” 

Jason turned around, beads of sweat now popping the 
top of his forehead. “How’s that?” he said matter-of-factly. 

“You don’t appreciate that I just made you a sandwich 
and you wanna throw his hard-earned money away. You 
know he worked very hard for what he has, and you just 
get to inherit everything and you’re not even grateful of 
anything.” 

“IT said thanks when you made” His stomach lurched 
down. The hot stew inside him was bubbling and he needed 
to use the toilet. Whatever was inside him was coming out 
one way or another. Waves of red blushed his cheeks and 
he left the kitchen. Gladys said something else that echoed 
through the halls but as he climbed the stairs, he couldn’t 
understand it. His forehead was dripping, and he had to 
shit. 

It was the last step of the stairs and he was barely 
holding it in. He ran through the bedroom, got to the 
bathroom, ripped his pants down, and crashed his rear onto 
the toilet letting out explosive diarrhea. His stomach rolled 
and tumbled inside and he knew he’d barf. Desperately he 
reached down for the trash can, getting it up to his chin 


just in time as he spewed chunks of white bread, and he 
could see cheese and tomato seeds. 
“Aaakkkkkkkkkkkhhhhhhggggg” he didn’t know he had that 
much in him. And lurched forward, heaving into the trash 
can. When he could feel his body was empty on both ends, 
he sat there shaking. He cleaned himself off with toilet 
paper. 

He stood and looked in the mirror. Sweat slicked across 
his face and he washed it with cold water. 

He could hear Gladys yell something inaudible and then 
the back door shut as she left. A desperate relief ached 
over him that she was out of the house, and he had the 
place to himself for a while. He changed clothes, put 
everything in the washing machine with extra soap, and got 
into a clean pair of basketball shorts and a soft t-shirt. 
Defeated he headed back to his bedroom and sat at his 
desk for a moment to collect himself. 

He got the phone off his dresser and dialed the lawyer. 

The phone rang four times and almost went to voicemail, 
but it picked up. “Hello, Joe Schafer speaking” 

“Hi, Mr. Schafer. This is Jason Nguyen.” 

“Oh, hi Jason. I was just checking up today on the trust. 
The paperwork is still going through so we should get 
access to that for you in about two weeks.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“How are things going? How do you like the house?” 

Jason touched his upper lip. He could smell vomit on his 
fingers. “The house is fine. I’m calling about the 
housekeeper.” 

“Gladys?” 

“Yes, do you know her?” 

“Yes. I didn’t see that part of the will though Jason I’m 
sorry. Some of the paperwork has been added separately 
over the years and I’m still finding more in the file.” 

“Ok. Wait. What did you find in the new paperwork?” 


“Yeah ok, we’ll go over that.” There was the sound of 
paper shuffling. “You’re grandfather. He was deteriorating 
mentally the last few years and if I can be honest with you” 

“Yes. You can.” 

“I get paid by the hour you know.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“And your grandfather would just call me sometimes and 
so we would just talk and then sometimes he would mail 
documents. And so, I had to go through a lot of paperwork 
and these last documents are still coming in the mail. I’m 
not sure with his mental state if they are even legally 
binding if I’m going to be honest.” 

Jason picked at his fingernails. 

“All things considered, your grandpa was a good friend 
of mine but I’m telling you the last few years things were 
hard to communicate with him and I’m just not sure he was 
able to know what he was doing. But I do see here, we got 
this yesterday.” 

Through the phone, Jason could hear a paper being 
unfolded. 

“So. The will was modified so that Gladys the 
housekeeper would get to stay in the garage apartment 
after your grandfather passed. Actually, that’s from a 
previous document that we received about three months 
ago. This one that I’m looking at now, that we just received. 
It states that she inherits everything unless there’s next of 
kin and, to be honest, Jason, I think she’s surprised.” 

“Surprised how?” 

“Well, she thought she would inherit everything. She 
didn’t know he had any family.” 

“Oh.” 

“He and I never spoke of you, and we were close friends, 
so I bet he never mentioned you to her.” 

“Oh wow.” 

“So, I’ll look into this further ok and I’ll get back to you 
as soon as I can.” 


“Sounds good.” 

“Ok bye.” 

The short phone call had left Jason dry in the mouth. His 
stomach lurched, but this time it wasn’t the rotten food. All 
that had been thrown up. 

It was panic. 

If Gladys was set to inherit money and the house, would 
she try to get rid of him? Would she even consider killing 
him? His upper lip began to sweat. He put his hand up to 
wipe it. His fingers smelled like vomit. 
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Earlier that morning 


D awn received a call from Blake's school around 8:30 
AM when she was about to hop in the shower. Seeing 

HISD on the caller ID, she was sure it was a robocall 
announcement about an upcoming vacation or a PIA 
meeting but when the woman on the other end said she 
was the principal Dawn tensed her jaw and tried to stay 
calm. 

Was Blake ok or had he caused a disruption in class? 
The principal had never called before, because Blake had 
never been in trouble before, and maybe that was the 
reason they were so nice about the whole thing. While 
Dawn was stuttering “Hello, yes th this is his mmom” and 
biting her thumbnail, the principal’s tone was even and 
calm, like a politician. She explained that under no 
circumstances were children allowed to bring their pets. 
Blake was wailing in the background. 

“T don’t understand what you’re talking about.” 

“Your son brought a rat to school. And unfortunately.” 
The principal got up from her desk and left the office, going 


to the empty hall for privacy. Blake’s cries were fading 
further away. “Unfortunately, it died. You can’t keep 
animals in backpacks.” 

“What?” Dawn squinted. 

“This happens. Well, it’s happened before. Last year a 
kid brought a kitten in a backpack and all the kids stack 
their bags sometimes in the gym and well the poor thing 
was smothered.” 

“A rat in Blake’s backpack?” 

“Yes. We don’t allow the kids to bring pets, and this is 
the reason. My best advice is to just get him another one as 
soon as you can. That’s the only thing that seems to help. 
He is so upset.” 

“Blake’s upset?” 

“Yes. He won’t stop crying but I have to send him back 
to class soon.” 

“Ok.” Dawn thought about explaining that they didn’t 
have a pet rat but that would lead to more questions. Her 
life was too tightly wound already. Nothing could be added. 
She didn’t want to deal with any drama, so she didn’t 
mention it. “Thanks for all your help.” 

“Yes of course. I’m sorry about your.....pet. but these 
things happen.” 

“Yes, they do. Thank you. I’ll have a talk with Blake 
tonight.” 

“Good idea.” 

“Thanks. Goodbye.” Dawn hung up abruptly, her voice 
was in tight control but on the verge of shaking. What the 
hell happened? 
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fter school let out Dawn waited, parked in line for 

Blake to come out. His head was down and some 

other kids his age were pointing at him. He wiped his 
face a few times on the way to the car, got in, and said 
nothing. She thought to ask how his day was but instead, 
put the radio on. They sat in silence on the way home. 
When they got there, he left his backpack in the car. Dawn 
went back to get it. She put gloves on and emptied it. There 
were small sprigs of brown hair loose among the notebooks 
and pens and pencils. Not wanting to, but not being able to 
stop herself, she took a good whiff inside the bookbag. It 
smelled like an animal. She threw it in the wash to soak for 
a while. 

He was sulking, slumped down on the couch with the tv 
on cartoons, the welts of his eyes were pink, and puffy and 
wet from crying all day. 

She came and sat close next to him. “Blake, what 
happened today at school?” 

He leaned in towards her and put his head against her 
arm. “There” he started blubbering. 

“Was there something in your bag?” 

Blake didn’t speak, making only whimpering noises. He 
wiped his eyes. 


“Blake, do any of your friends have a pet rat?” 

Blake shrugged, his bottom lip quaking. She didn’t want 
him to cry anymore. “I’m going to make us a snack. Ok 
honey?” She kissed his forehead. 

Later that night Blake was tuckered out. He had 
watched tv all afternoon, doing no homework. They ate 
dinner together and she tried to put him in a better mood, 
but it wasn’t happening. He pushed his peas around his 
plate and only ate half a fish stick. She said he could stay 
home tomorrow with her and Oscar, and he didn’t even get 
excited. 

They nestled together on the couch for the rest of the 
night watching Transformers where he fell asleep. When it 
was time to leave for her shift at the House of Pies, she put 
him to bed in her room. He slept better there and as she 
tucked him in, she could see he was a little more relaxed. 
He clung to the duvet and wrapped it close around his 
neck, turning to his side. She said bye to Oscar. He was in 
the kitchen reading a book, about to go have his last 
cigarette. She got in the car and on her way to work she 
planned for tomorrow. She would keep Jason out of school. 
They would play hooky, go to the science museum and 
McDonald’s. Anything to make him feel better. 

Driving down Westheimer to her job, the Toyota started 
having issues, making a clattering sound. She pulled the 
car into the right-hand lane just in case it stalled out. There 
was no time to pull over and she’d be in the parking lot 
soon anyways, so she white-knuckled it all the way there. 
When she parked, engine clacking, she popped the hood 
and asked one of the cooks to come out and take a look at 
it, but neither of them saw anything wrong and she started 
her shift. 

The diner was bustling as expected. People leaving the 
club coming in for a late-night meal. The quiet ones that 
kept to themselves. There were drunk women in tight 
miniskirts and the drag queens as usual. Her largest table 


of the night was a large circular one in front, spilling over 
with boisterous teenagers, spilling syrup and mustard, 
generating copious wads of napkins and straw wrappers for 
the bus boys to clean up. But they were nice and 
surprisingly they tipped well. Dawn counted ones and fives, 
folding them in her pocket. She served the fries and 
burgers, sundaes, and pies all with a concerned smile. She 
just wanted to go home and be with Blake. 

Hours later, around three or four, she had stopped 
watching the clock, and the crowd was completely gone. 
The diner was almost empty, only two tables being used. 
She knew it was unlikely, but she asked the shift manager if 
she could go home, explained Blake had a really bad day at 
school and she just wanted to go home to be with him. The 
manager looked around, noting they had a full staff, and 
they’d have to cut some hours tonight and Dawn asked first 
so she’d be the first to go. 

She helped clean a table, tipped her busboy, and headed 
out. The Toyota started fine, and that sound was gone, 
drove steady with no problems, but she went slow just in 
case. Tonight, the street was vacant, and she only counted 
three cars by the time she got back to the apartment. 
Turned the headlights off as she parked so they wouldn’t 
beam into anyone’s windows. Didn’t want to wake anyone 
up. 
Inside, the tv was on in the living room and all the lights 
were off. She wondered if Blake was awake. Entering the 
apartment, the blue smell hit her so hard he got a headache 
immediately. She screamed. “Oscar! Blake!” She shrieked. 
“Blake!!” She rushed to the stove. The oven was open. The 
gas was on. She opened the kitchen window and rushed 
through the apartment to her bedroom. Blake was snuggled 
deep under the covers, she yanked him from the bed. He 
was limp. “Blake!” She screamed. 

Blake screeched in her arms, batting at her with little 
punches. He slid out of her grip and dropped onto the floor 


with a thud and began to wail. 

“Oh my god! It’s ok! It’s ok. I have to take you outside.” 
She picked him back up, he flailed in her arms as she 
carried him through the living room and out of the 
apartment to the lawn, sitting him there. “Stay right here.” 

“What’s happening? Why are you mad?” he cried. 

She ran back inside. Oscar was barreling down the 
stairs. “What’s going on!” he yelled. 

“The gas was on!” Dawn hollered up at him. 

“Oh shit.” 

“Did you leave it on?” 

“No!” 

“Are you sure?” 

At that moment they both heard the same thing at the 
same time. The Golden Girls theme song. They both looked 
over into the living room. In the dark, Charlie the doll was 
sitting upright on the couch. It looked like he was watching 
tv. 
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W ay after the sun came up and the apartment was 
aired out, and the ambulance and fire truck had left, 
Dawn was a mess, with squirrely blonde flips of hair 
and bulging creases under her eyes. Oscar decided not to 
go back to sleep and chain-smoked in the parking lot. Blake 
was asleep again in Dawn’s room and she had woken him 
up a few times checking him over and over. The EMTs had 
said he was ok. And the fire department even checked the 
bedroom. The equipment detected that no gas got in there. 
It mostly stayed in the kitchen, drifted into the living room 
and some did get into Blake’s room where he was not 
sleeping that night, which was very lucky, they said. 

Earlier, when Dawn and Oscar saw the doll on the couch 
and the Golden Girls was on, she ran to it, screaming and 
yanked it, throwing it across the room, hitting the tv. Oscar 
tried to find the remote to turn it off but couldn’t find it 
right then. Later, when he was still searching, he found it 
crammed in the couch cushions. 

Dawn had decided on a good place for the doll. She had 
put it in the same duffle bag as before, but this time would 
be better. This time she put zip ties on the zippers and took 
the bag to the trunk of her car. She pulled the tire out of 
the spare tire holder, the sunken part of the trunk where 


the spare tire goes, and put the doll in there, covered it 
with the lid, and put the tire on top. It would be too heavy 
for the doll to get out. She knew that didn’t make sense. 
She knew the doll couldn’t walk and think and move things 
but at the same time, she did know. Charlie turned on the 
gas in the oven. He had come back from the house where 
she dropped it off. Somehow it got back to her apartment. 
She didn’t know how it happened. It just did happen. And 
the dummy turned on the gas and tried to kill her kid and 
her roommate. 

After that, she wasn’t quite sure how to get rid of it 
again and kept thinking about that address. That address 
had to mean something. It belonged there. She knew it 
somehow. She would go back to that same house and would 
make sure they kept it this time. 

Exhausted, her right eye twitched as she argued with 
herself on the way there. Should she knock and wait to 
meet someone and hand the doll over that way? Maybe. But 
there was a possibility that whoever lived there was 
someone she didn’t want to meet. Or maybe they’d think 
she was crazy. How could she explain why she was getting 
rid of the doll? She wouldn’t mention that part. She’d just 
say she was returning the doll and the doll had this address 
written on his chest. What if they refused to take the doll? 
It was all too confusing and as she arrived at the house for 
the second time, she came to the best idea yet. She’d take 
it to the backyard and leave it in the garage or something. 

She opened the trunk and lugged the spare tire out, 
bouncing it next to her. Pulled the cover off of the tire 
compartment. She picked up the duffle bag and pulled the 
knife from her pants pocket she brought to cut the zip ties 
(or stab the doll with. She was prepared for anything.) 
Looked around to make sure no one was watching. She 
hadn’t decided if that mattered or not. She walked with 
purpose, almost marching up the driveway and around to 
the back. She wouldn’t ask if they wanted the dummy. She 


wouldn’t give them that option. They were going to take 
the doll, whether they liked it or not. 

The backyard was better for the drop off and better than 
that, no one was back there. She headed towards the 
garage and heard a small dog bark in the next yard over. A 
tiny black snout poked through a hole in the fence. The 
little dog growled and barked again. Dawn would have to 
do this fast. And as she reached the garage and did another 
quick look around to make sure no one was watching she 
Saw an open window into the house. 

Relief washed over her. She rushed to the window and 
pulled the knife out. Cut the zip ties. Got Charlie out of the 
bag. The doll spat at her and tried to bite her hand, “Don’t 
touch me bitch! You’ll be sorry!” 

She grabbed hold and threw him into the window and 
slammed it closed. The doll landed on the kitchen floor face 
down and sat himself up. Dawn, rubber-legged and tired, 
holding the gym bag in one hand and knife in the other, ran 
from the back yard and up the driveway. Got into her car 
and sped off. The neighbor’s dog, Nacho, kept barking. 
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ason was up in the gym, riding the stationary bike 

when he heard a window slam downstairs. He hopped 

off, went through the hall and down the stairs, looking 
around to see what was going on. “Gladys?” he called. But 
there was no answer. Nothing seemed different in the living 
room. He went into the kitchen. 

There it was. 

That doll was back. And it was lying face down, butt up 
in the air. 

Jason’s body flushed with dread. He thought he might 
pass out. He was too hot? The room started moving. Where 
did that fucking doll come from? 

“Gladys!” Jason yelled grabbing the countertop, trying 
to keep his balance. 
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D awn didn’t wait by the back window of that house. 
She didn’t watch the doll to see him rise on his 
wobbly plastic legs and turn to look at her and cuss. 
She hadn’t seen any of that, but that’s what replayed in her 
head over and over again. He got up after she left and he 
ran to the window, trying to get it open, and as she got to 
her car, he almost reached her, and she just barely escaped. 
Or maybe he was in the back seat. She whipped her head 
around, glaring down into the back floorboard when she 
felt the car weaving to the other side of the road. She 
turned back around and corrected the steering wheel. That 
sound started again. That weird motor clicking sound. 

“Oh shit. Not now.” She said. The car was gonna break 
down. She knew it. And this wouldn’t be the first time. The 
old Toyota gave out about twice a year. 

She drove out of River Oaks and was now on 
Westheimer by Lamar High School. She only had to drive 
about 8 minutes down the road, and she could make it 
home if she was lucky. And if she could get home, she’d 
have Oscar take a look at it. He was pissed and still had the 
marks from that word on his head, less black than before, 
thank God, but he’d look at the car and probably be able to 
fix it like he had a couple of times before. Dawn listened 


closely to the sound, trying to distinguish where it was 
coming from. The carburetor? Fuel pump? Now it sounded 
like the belt. The gauge on the dashboard was going into 
the red and she knew it was starting to overheat. She drove 
even slower, hoping that would help but not likely. She felt 
too-hot air coming from the a/c vent. It was almost 
steaming. She switched it off and that’s when the smoke 
started. Black plumes were billowing out from all the 
seams of the hood at once. “Aww shit.” She pulled over and 
unbuckled her se 


33 


BAM!! 


D awn’s head yanked into the steering wheel, and 
everything went black. She pulled her head up, it was 
throbbing so hard her vision was blurry. Flames 
licked the windshield from inside the car, and instinctively 
and unthinking, Dawn batted at the flames and her shirt 
caught fire. She stared and screamed. Her arms were sharp 
needles, tearing skin pain. Hot! Hot! She opened the car 
door and fell out of it onto her shoulder, her legs were 
somehow caught in the seatbelt, and she kicked them free 
while squirming like a fish on her back. Only one thought 
sprang to mind. ROLL !! ROLL!! ROLL!! 
And she did. A man rushed out of a sandwich shop with 
a fire extinguisher and engulfed her with a cloud of white. 
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ason gripped the counter hard, felt like he would pass 
out but used all his energy to stare at the doll. The doll 
pulled its face off the floor and smiled up at him. 

“Gladys!” Jason screamed, his voice high pitched and 
tapering with a moan. “Gladys!” His voice was a yowl, he 
sounded like a dog, yelling into an empty night. He 
whimpered, perching his lips. 

The doll got off his knees and stood. Gladys waddled out 
of the downstairs bathroom. “What’s going on!” she yelled, 
running into the kitchen. The dummy fell to the floor before 
she could see it standing on its own. It sat there staring at 
Jason. 

“The doll!” Jason pointed. “It was standing!” 

“Oh, litthe man! Where did you find him?” Gladys 
scooped the doll up into her arms and kissed his cheek. 

“That thing isn’t right. How did it get here? Did you buy 
it from Goodwill?” 

“No! I don’t shop there.” She acted offended pressing 
the doll's face to her cheek. 

“IT mean did you?” 

“I’m so glad you’re home. I thought I’d never see you 
again.” She pecked the doll's fixed smile. 

“Gladys!” Jason yelled. 


“What is wrong with you?” Gladys held the dummy close 
to her cheek, bewildered at Jason’s excitement. 

“Did you get the doll from Goodwill?” 

“No.” 

“Then how did it get here?” Jason’s mouth gawked open 
on the word “here.” And he couldn’t close it. The shock was 
too much. 

“You need to just calm down.” 

Jason felt his head tightening. He shook his head slowly 
in disbelief. 

Gladys turned and was face to face with the doll 
bumping noses with it. “My boy is home and that’s all that 
matters to me.” 

“But” Jason’s lip quivered, eyes stinging. 

“Oh, I was so nervous. I’m so glad he got home safe.” 
She hugged the dummy tight in her arms, the legs and 
loafers dangling side to side. 

Jason had to think of something, but all his thoughts 
blurred together in one thick wave of panic. Words started 
pouring out, but he was not saying them. He was running 
on automatic adrenaline, listening from inside his body. “I 
can’t take the doll.” He said. 

Gladys looked at him confused. 

“It doesn’t belong here. Some kids should have it. I'll 
donate it. Give it away maybe to a school or something. Do 
you think some kids would like it?” 

You could see the blood rushing Gladys’ cheeks. They 
reddened to a maroon color and when she spoke her lips 
were so tight the words barely made it out. “You can’t do 
that. You can’t just give someone.” She paused. “I mean 
something away like that. He belongs here! Your 
grandfather would be very upset if you gave him away. 
Trust me. He kept him close at all times.” 

“No. But.” Jason almost stammered. “I think we should 
donate it to” 


“We won't do any of that.” She hissed and turned her 
back on him holding the dummy tight against her shoulder. 
The doll looked over her, smiling at Jason. The doll could 
see him through those dead glass eyes. Jason could feel it. 

Jason hurried out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the 
privacy of his own personal space and the safety of his bed. 
Not knowing what else to do, got on his phone and scrolled 
Instagram. His heartbeat was throbbing in his back, but it 
was Slowing. He was calming down. He focused on the 
cellphone and forced himself, made himself think about 
something else. 

There were sharp, brightly-colored photos of decorated 
foam coffees and dogs, and he admired the talent it took to 
make the photos look so good. Jason did not have that 
talent at all. Anything he took a picture of just looked plain 
and ordinary. Danny had posted a selfie in a sleeveless top 
that showed off his muscles. He was inner tubing at Lake 
Austin it looked like. Jason sank inside a little at how good 
it looked but decided not to click LIKE even though it was a 
great picture. There was a drawing of Dracula that was 
very impressive by a profile called in diem. He followed it. 

Downstairs, Gladys smirked, pleased at winning the 
argument, and bounced the dummy on her hip as she went 
to the foyer, shouting up loud. “How bout I make you some 
lunch?” 

At that, Jason dropped his phone on the bed, cupped his 
ears and the pinpricks behind his eyes started flooding 
through, wetting his cheeks. He grabbed the remote from 
the other side of the room, turned the tv on, and began 
flipping the channels landing on the local news. 

“Imma make you a grilled cheese!” Gladys sauntered 
back to the kitchen, grabbed an apron, and tied it around 
her soft stomach. She bent down and bumped noses with 
the dummy. “And I’ll make one for us too. Would you like 
that?” 


Upstairs, hunched on his bed, Jason sat there, crying for 
about a minute, and then settled himself down, went back 
to his phone to scroll Instagram again. With the passing 
images relaxing him and the familiar sound of daily news 
on the tv, his anxiety waned. 

A text message buzzed his phone. It was from Brent. 

Hey dude. I’m throwing a big party on Friday the 20%. 
Be sure you come! 

Jason blinked. He was shocked and a smile grew across 
his face. He texted back. 

Sure thing. 

He wondered if he had just made a friend and stared 
again at the text. He put the phone down. The news was on 
the traffic segment now. There was a major accident on 1- 
10 at Barker and three cars were 

There was a knock. 

Annoyed and wiping his face to see if it was still damp, 
Jason went over and opened the door. Gladys had the 
dummy in hand and a plate with a gross-looking grilled 
cheese in the other. The apron she wore was sagging in the 
pockets. It looked like she had a lot of stuff in there. 
Something poked out near the bottom. She shoved the 
plate in his hand. Jason took it and tried to smile. She could 
tell he had been crying by the wetness in his eyes and gave 
a sympathetic look. “Oh, and I brought you an OJ.” She 
pulled a bottle of orange juice from her apron. 

He took it. She grinned and bounced the dummy on her 
hip, and carefully went back downstairs, one sideways step 
at a time. 

He closed the door and locked it again, as quietly as 
possible. Gladys maybe was a nice person. He just wasn’t 
sure. He stared at the sandwich, it was somehow soggy and 
dry at the same time. The bread looked stale. His stomach 
gurgled and suddenly he knew he could eat the whole 
thing. But he didn’t trust her. 


He wondered. Is she trying to poison me? He sniffed it 
and it smelled pretty good. He decided he couldn’t risk 
eating it and dropped it back on the plate. 

The OJ was Minute Maid and it was a sealed bottle. He 
spun the lid and it clicked. It was safe to drink, and he 
guzzled it down. Relaxing a little more and deciding he’d 
leave soon to get something to eat, he checked Instagram 
again, caught up on everything, when his attention went 
back to the tv. The news was more serious now. Jason 
recognized the area. It was just down the street a few 
minutes away at Richmond and Weslayan. There was a car 
fire in front of a sandwich shop. The car was older, 
probably from the ’90s and the inside of it looked hollow, 
swimming with orange flames. One back headlight had 
melted off onto the pavement. A crew of firemen was 
struggling to put the fire out, spraying the car with a 
violent gush of water. Some lady on a gurney was being 
hauled into an ambulance. One guy was being interviewed. 
He was holding a fire extinguisher. Curiously, Jason went 
over to the window and opened it. Yep. There was a tall 
plume of black smoke wafting over the line of houses, and 
he could smell it burning from here. 
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hen Jason left for food, he actually tried to drive by 

the sandwich shop that had the car fire, but the 

intersection was blocked off and he couldn’t get 
very close. As he hit the detour road, he got a peek at that 
part of the street and was stunned. The concrete was black 
where the car had been, and there were still the melted 
pieces, stuck to the ground. The odor was still there of 
something burning. He did a U-turn and made his way 
through the neighborhood, ending up at a shopping center 
where he found a Panda Express. 

He ate Chinese in the car and people-watched. Then 
went to a corner store for a sixpack of Karbach, then home 
again. Gladys was on the couch with the dummy, brushing 
its hair with the tiny red comb. Jason tried to be quiet so he 
could sneak past, but she heard him and turned around. 
She eyed him, holding the little comb, straightening the 
part down the side of the doll's head. Doing this made him 
look even more fake and this unnerved Jason, but he didn’t 
know why. He knew the doll wasn’t a real boy but it had 
looked at him in the kitchen. 

The doll stood up, didn’t he? 

Jason didn’t know what to think. He couldn’t be positive 
about what was real. 


And did he see him in the yard that night? 

This whole thing was so strange he didn’t know what 
was happening anymore. Jason’s’- head __ tingled 
uncomfortably. His scalp moved, crawling along the top of 
his skull and he shook it off. He tried to say “Hello” to 
Gladys, but the words wouldn’t come and he rushed past 
her and upstairs to the safety of solitude. 

He pulled a beer from the six-pack and shoved the rest 
in the mini-fridge. Popped it open and chugged half of it. 
Made himself comfortable on the bed and knocked his 
shoes off. The news had stopped covering anything 
interesting and he put it on cartoons, listened to that while 
he scrolled his phone. Downstairs, he could hear Gladys 
and the doll. I mean Gladys, watching Anderson Cooper. He 
googled slow at first but then frantically. How much do you 
need to retire? What stocks should I invest in? How much 
can I get for a real Elvis jacket? How much is a musket 
worth today? How much can I get for a set of I Love Lucy 
Plates? 

He went into the poker closet, lifted the plastic cube off 
the Elvis Jacket, and held it out in front of him, searching 
for any damage. He googled How to do I go to The Antiques 
Road Show. 

Google didn’t help much and now he wanted to go try to 
get into the security cameras again. He pushed through the 
clothes and went inside the security room. Jason checked 
out the little window. Brent was in his yard, scraping the 
grill, Nacho was sniffing under him, hoping something good 
would drop down. Jason sat at the keyboard and put in 
random numbers and words, of course, none of them 
worked. 

Disheartened, he left the security room. He needed to 
relax. He’d take a sleeping pill. This day just needed to be 
done. To be over. Jason went to the bathroom, washed his 
face, and took a sleeping pill from his stash, made sure to 
take the anti-psychotic too. 


He grabbed his beer, sipping it as he went back to the 
closet to turn off the light, looked up in annoyance, tilting 
his head. There were photo albums on a shelf he hadn’t 
noticed before. All different colors and sizes. It was over 
the entrance to the closet and kind of tucked away. He got 
a chair and reached up high, got them down, and took them 
to the bed, and got comfortable. There was a mix of nerves 
and excitement, something buzzing to see everything and 
go through them. The first one was so old the plastic pages 
stuck together, and he very carefully peeled them apart, 
careful not to damage anything. 
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After midnight 


he house was still and the only sound in the emptiness 

was the patter of tiny feet, slowly coming up the 

staircase. The toddler-sized doll trundled up the top 
step, pulling on the banister for support. Exhausted from 
the effort, he paused for a moment, straightening the part 
on his head as a strand of wispy, red hair had fallen into 
one eye. He went down the hall, where he tried to get into 
Jason’s room, and pushed his pocketknife into the lock, 
gently twisting it until it clicked. He flipped the blade 
closed, returned it to his pocket, and quietly entered. Jason 
was in bed, sleeping. One arm covered his face and the 
other, by his side, laid palm upwards. The doll smiled at 
this, the excitement cascaded in glorious waves, he 
chuckled a little as he scaled the bedsheets, barely pulling 
them as he went up. Jason awoke, but just enough to put 
his arm down and turn to his side. The dummy waddled 
over with small toddler steps. Crouched and sat on his 
hand and scooted to get it closer, thrusting it deep inside 
him. He giggled childishly, pushing back harder, the hand 


went deeper, shoving inside, against the dummy’s plastic 
back. Jason blinked and sat up, showing his teeth, white in 
the dark, with a big smile. He stood, the doll on his hand, 
and together, doll’s legs dangling over his elbow, they 
sauntered out the inky blackness of the room and into the 
hallway. 

They crept without any lights. The dummy knew the 
house perfectly well and could easily navigate every corner 
and turn. They went down the wind of the staircase. Jason’s 
footsteps were lighter. He was almost bouncing with 
excitement to get outside. He got out of the house quietly, 
not making any sound. The grass under his bare feet was 
soft and wet. The midnight dew glistened under the 
moonlight as the frogs chirped in the distance. Jason made 
a straight line for the back of the yard towards the 
magnolia and oak trees that lined the golf course. 

Jason stared right at the tree he was coming for and 
walked directly to it. It was a medium-sized oak, not as big 
as some of the others. When he got to it, the bottoms of his 
feet were slick with mud. Jason would usually scrape his 
foot along the side of the bark, cleaning it off, but he 
couldn’t feel his wet, muddy feet. He couldn’t feel his eyes 
stretched wide beyond their normal size, his arm tired from 
holding the doll, muscles beginning to spasm under the 
lightweight. He couldn’t feel his gums drying up and his 
lips cracking from his giant fixed smile. He felt nothing. 
The dummy radiated excitement and Jason giggled looking 
down at the tree bark. Scratched into the flesh of it was a 
name. Leo. 

That was Jason’s father, but looking down at the name 
communicated nothing to his entranced brain. Jason had no 
emotions and no thoughts. The dummy was furious and 
laughing with maniacal, childish bursts of chuckles. 

Jason grinned peering down at it. The dummy turned 
towards him and for a moment they stared at each other. 
Jason’s smile was starting to hurt and from deep in his 


sleep he could feel his lips splitting. His tongue tried to 
stretch to lick, but it stayed inside his mouth, stuck there. A 
pin line of drool strung down his mouth, hitting his shirt. 
The dummy giggled with delight and together they looked 
down at the tree. “Let’s have some fun.” Jason said, finally 
moving his grin and breaking the corners, turning them 
bloody in the creases. 

He pulled his boxers down and squatted just barely, mud 
gushed between his toes as he shat onto the base of the 
tree. He finished, straightened his back, and then urinated 
on the carved-out letters. “Fuck you! You little prick cunt.” 
The words croaked. His lips lined with blood. He spat down 
onto the earth, pulling his boxers up, shit caking the back, 
cloth sticking to his butt. He stared down hard at the tree, 
glaring, trying to destroy it with his mind. With a quick slap 
with his palm, he slammed on the trunk, small flecks of 
bark fluttered down. “Fuck you, lousy bitch! Rot in hell, shit 
boy!” Jason pulled his leg back and as hard as he could he 
kicked the base of the tree, breaking his big toenail. He 
winced and giggled. “All shit boys go to hell! Rot away fuck 
tard!” 
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ason slumped into the bedroom. The dummy perched 

on his arm guided him to the bed and they laid down. 

Jason closed his eyes and mouth, drool and caked blood 
peeked around the corners of his lips. The dummy hoped 
off Jason’s numb hand. It fumbled almost falling off the bed 
and climbed down along the blankets, making a small jump 
at the end, his loafers patting the floor softly. Jason felt the 
bed shake and opened his bleary eyes. 

He could see the top of the doll’s head just above the 
covers. The red stripes of hair on the toddler head, 
bobbling around the room. His heart lurched to a racing 
beat but he didn’t dare move a muscle, thinking maybe the 
thing would just go away. Jason slowed his breathing and 
gritted his teeth. Squinted his eyes hoping if the doll looked 
up at him, he wouldn’t think he was awake. The doll made a 
little giggling noise and toddled through the shadowy 
bedroom. Barely able to reach the knob with his fingers, he 
grabbed it and it opened. He toddled out and shut it behind 
him. Jason laid there in silent terror, wondering if he saw 
what he thought he saw. He didn’t move, completely still 
for fear that the dummy would return if he heard him 
awake. Maybe the _ sleeping pill was making him 
hallucinate. 


Does the room smell like shit? Did I shit the bed? Jason 
reached behind him, touching the back of his boxers, 
something itchy was caked there. His thoughts were 
groggy and drifting, the warmth of the sleeping pill was 
taking over, and he was falling back into sleep. 

Through the hall, the dummy trundled, down the stairs, 
into the foyer, and out the front. In the yard, the moon was 
eclipsed by the canopy of magnolia trees. The dummy’s 
tasseled loafers angrily thrashed through the wet grass. He 
hopped off the curb lined with croaking frogs. “I’m coming 
for you Dawn, ya dumb Bitch!” Jostling, little-stepped 
across the street. 
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In the morning 


W aking up, Jason groaned from the dull ache 
blooming on his big toe. The bottoms of his feet 

itched, and he brushed them together. Muck flaked 
off, crumbing the blankets. He kicked and the pain in his 
foot shot all the way up his leg. “Jesus.” He sat up carefully 
and yanked the covers off his feet. There was blood and dirt 
all over, grime crusted in dark smears. 

“What the fuck?” Jason stared down at his dirty feet, 
lines of mud under his toenails. The one that hurt was red 
and the toenail was broken halfway down. He wanted to 
touch it but didn’t and instead got in the shower and 
scrubbed his legs, watching the dirt drift down the drain. 
Drying himself off, he could hear the birds outside and 
found some hydrogen peroxide. He poured it over the 
cracked toenail, cringing as it fizzed and began to sting. 
Got a band-aid and carefully placed it on his big toe. Out 
the window, golfers were putting back behind the trees. He 
wanted to go over there for some reason but didn’t know 
why. Maybe he could get into golf while he lived here? 


Maybe he’d even be good at it. He got dressed and put 
slippers on, crept around the house hoping Gladys wasn’t 
around cleaning somewhere and went to the backyard. 

The wet dew hit his ankles and the hot sun overhead 
was already almost too much. He made his way to the 
shade of the tree line where the golfers were close enough 
to yell at, but he stood there silently and just watched. They 
didn’t notice him and kept on. Something jumped across in 
the branches above him. A few squirrels were chasing each 
other, and Jason watched, head-turning upward, putting his 
hand on the tree beside him for balance. He stepped back 
and landed on something gushy and cold. It smeared along 
his foot, and he instantly knew what it was. “Ugh!” he 
groaned, moving away from it, his slipper stuck to the 
ground as he pulled it up. It was shit, just like he thought, 
but something was different than he expected. It wasn’t 
small dog shit. It was bigger. It was people shit. “What the 
hell?” 

His thoughts raced. Were the golfers shitting in his 
backyard? 

There was a tree line there and created a little privacy 
but not enough. But it was still his property line. It was still 
his backyard. He stared at the men in their polo shirts and 
khaki shorts. The rage heated up into his hands. He could 
go punch one in the face. He could do that. But, which one 
of these dirty assholes shat in his backyard? His shoulders 
tensed and he was becoming more furious. An impulse 
grew inside him to shout onto the golf course at them. He 
could march over there and confront them right now. But 
he didn’t honestly know for sure if it was them. Maybe it 
was someone from earlier this morning. He looked back 
down at the shit, his cheeks hot with rage and then 
something else caught his eye. 

Leo. The letters carved in the tree. 

His mouth dropped. 

It was his father’s name. 


His dad must have carved his name in this tree a long, 
long time ago. His heart sunk, his hands went to cover his 
mouth as his bottom lip quaked. Jason missed his dad, and 
the pain was throbbing and warm. But there was another 
feeling too. Something. Felt familiar. He had never seen 
this before but yet he knew he had. He had never been 
back here before. But something was too familiar. Did he 
dream about this last night? There was something like a 
memory just out of reach, floating there at the tip of his 
thoughts but he couldn’t grab it. His eyes grazed along the 
trunk of the tree and then he saw. There was a smear of 
brown, dried blood and a footprint that he recognized as 
his own. His heart started whamming in his chest. There 
was no air to breathe, his mouth was too tight. He needed 
to get away from here. Get out of the trees. Something 
wasn’t right. He hurried out from under the branches and 
towards the house. He could see Gladys in the small 
window upstairs. She was in the security room. 
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ason whipped through the house, to the poker closet, 

and through the clothes, pushing them aside to get in 

the security room. Gladys was wiping the keyboard on 
the desk in there. A trash bag was almost spilling over at 
her feet. The tiny room smelled like perfume, and she was 
dressed a little more girly than usual. Her top was pink and 
sparkly and the spandex pants she had on were pretty 
tight, showing off her thighs and butt. 

“What are you doing in here?” Jason couldn’t catch the 
words before they came out and he instantly wanted them 
back. 

She looked at him. “I’m cleaning.” 

That was when he noticed the mascara. And the lipstick. 
She wore make-up some days, but today it was even more. 
And she had powder on her cheeks. It looked like baking 
flour. 

“T didn’t know you cleaned this room.” He tried to say it 
as politely as possible, but it sounded accusatory somehow. 

“T clean in here every once and awhile.” 

“Oh cool.” Jason said in an over-cheery tone, trying to 
glaze over his previous one. What he wanted to ask, or say 
rather, was that he didn’t know she knew this room existed. 
He was disappointed that it wasn’t really a secret room. He 


thought it was and he thought the cameras would expose 
that she had been doing something wrong. He wondered if 
she could log on to the computer so he could look at the 
cameras. 

She glanced up at him. “Do you need anything?” 

“No thanks.” He smiled. 

“What are you looking for?” She asked. 

“Nothing,” Jason said softly. 

“Have you seen my little man?” 

Jason remembered the night before when the dummy 
was walking around by his bed. It was a dream for sure, but 
it seemed real. “No.” 

Gladys stopped what she was doing and stared at him 
intently. 

He shrank at this. “I didn’t move him. Really I didn’t.” 

Gladys calmed her gaze and looked down, sadly. “I know 
it.” She said, picked up the trash bag and dragged it across 
the carpet, and went to the window, looking outside. “Imma 
keep lookin.” 

Jason wondered about this. Did she think the doll was 
outside? And why was she dressed so nice? Is something 
going on today? Is she going out? 

She stared longingly out the window for a moment and 
turned to him with an anxious smile that caught him off 
guard. “Hey, can I make you a sandwich?” 

“No thank you.” He replied too quickly, and her smile 
faded. 

“A growing boy like you needs to eat.” 

Jason licked his lips, noticing they were cracked. He was 
going to ask even though he didn’t want to. “Hey, do you 
know how to log on to the computer? I don’t know the 
password.” 

She smiled and rolled her eyes. “You and me both. I 
have no idea. I tried to get in there for his emails so I could 
email his contacts since he died to let everyone know but I 
can’t get in.” 


“Yeah, me too. I wanted his email to see if I could 
contact anyone for him.” Jason didn’t look at her while he 
lied, hoping she wouldn’t notice. 

She smiled, pulled the rolling chair out, and sat at the 
desk. He leaned over her and together they thought of 
passwords and passwords. The perfume smell was getting 
inside Jason’s nose. He opened the little window. Gladys 
didn’t seem offended. 

They did birthdays and addresses and everything else 
they could think of, eventually typing random combinations. 
Nothing was working. “Damn it!” She slapped the desk. 

“It’s ok. Maybe we'll get it later.” He said. 

Frustrated she shot up, almost hitting him in the nose as 
she stood. He went back a few steps trying to get out of her 
way and she stormed out of the room with the trash bag 
dragging behind her. 

“T’ll make you a grilled cheese!” She shouted. 
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Dawn 


he Methodist hospital was a bustling part of the 

Houston medical center where people came from 

around the world to get treatment here and you could 
see it immediately. It was a mix of all kinds of people, an 
entire range of ethnicities, and cultures. The halls, 
elevators, and cafeteria were a gaggle of babbling 
languages. People swarmed through the buildings for the 
latest technology on heart surgery, neuro diagnostics, 
cancer treatments, and everything else. 

The doll was thigh-high and as he went through the 
crowd, no one saw him. They would see that he was there, 
a small figure bobbing around with a large group, a small 
child with his family they assumed, but no one looked down 
directly at him, no one spotted his gaping big-toothed grin 
or wide, vacuous eyes that didn’t blink. He snuck and got 
on elevators, standing behind people and following close to 
so that you wouldn’t look down. He was just a child in the 
crowd, led by a parent. On one elevator he was eye to eye 
with a small toddler who cooed and pointed at him. He 


smiled back, just standing there, silently looking. Everyone 
got off and for a moment he was alone, traveling up and up. 
The elevator swooshed open, and he hobbled out into the 
burn ward. 

He walked into reception, as he was not tall enough to 
be seen over the front desk, and went past the breakroom, 
where someone was making coffee. He turned down the 
hall, looking up high on printed paper labels, reading each 
sign carefully, looking for Dawn’s name. He could ask 
where she was but then he might be noticed. And then an 
opportunity came. A volunteer pushed a cart filled with 
stuffed animals and toys. It was the Cheer-Me-Up cart, 
something set up and donated by the volunteers for the 
kids at the hospital. The dummy saw his chance and 
hopped on as it passed, nestling himself between an 
oversized pink teddy bear and a fluffy, long-nosed dolphin. 
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Back at the house 


ladys began to shriek. “Jason!” 
Jason shot his eyes, putting the tv on mute. “Yes?” 
his voice bellowed through the house and downstairs 
to Gladys who was getting more and more anxious. There 
was a thin tear in her spandex pants, just under her right 
butt cheek but she didn’t know it. It had happened with all 
the bending over and squatting and stretching to look 
above the shelves. Now she was flipping over the couch 
cushions, “Have you seen my little boy?” 

Jason got up and leaned out. “No. I said I don’t where it 
is!” He shouted. He flipped the channels, mumbling to 
himself. “Ridiculous.” 

Gladys saw something move outside and raced to the 
back window. When she realized it was a squirrel her eyes 
got hot and pinpricked with tears. Weak-legged she went 
over to the couch and slumped down into it, grabbed a 
pillow, and shoved it over her face, covering her nose and 
mouth. She screamed. The sound was muffled but it was 


obvious and echoed through the house. Upstairs Jason 
turned up the tv to drown it out. 
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D awn was in and out of sleep. Most of her body was 
wrapped in gauze. Her eyes were bloodshot and 

caked in goop on the corners. The monitors bleeped a 
monotonous rhythm inside the square, white, sterile room. 
When the volunteers rolled the magazine cart inside, the 
wheels squeaked a little and the lady winced as they came 
in. She whispered, “We’ve got a bunch of goodies for you.” 
The lady rolling the cart was a heavy-set Hispanic woman 
with bleach-blond hair and too much mascara. Behind her 
was a younger black guy who struggled to get in, pushing 
her cart over as he entered with something heavy behind 
him in tow. It was the toy cart and he pushed it closer to 
her. Dawn saw the dolls and the stuffed dolphin. Its blue fin 
pointed at her as if to say “Hello.” 

“Hi, ma’am I’m George. I’m in the Cheer-Me-Up Crew.” 
He smiled. 

The Hispanic woman held up some magazines, fanning 
them out in her hands. “Hi, I’m Nancy would you like a 
Magazine? We have Vogue.” 

Dawn stared at the dolphin through the opening line of 
vision in between the bandages, wrapped around her face. 
Maybe something wasn’t right about it. The black button 
eyes glistened innocently. Was it the fin that bothered her? 


No, it was fine, but she felt uneasy. She looked at the other 
toys on the cart. A dimpled-cheeked baby doll in purple 
pullovers and curly brown hair. A stuffed- crocheted clown, 
head fallen back and up to the ceiling. There was a hot pink 
teddy bear. 

“Which one of these would you like?” George grinned, 
patting the teddy bear cheerfully. 

Dawn smiled gently beneath the bandages. Moving her 
lips hurt but it felt good to smile. Her eyes stung a little 
and were sore in the creases. A smear of drool was 
creeping down the crack of her lip as she grinned under 
the gauze. 

“Or maybe you want this one?” George brushed his hand 
across the dolphin and touched the dummy sitting next to 
it. 

Dawn’s eyes grew three times their normal size, 
showing the veins. She grunted and lifted one arm. The 
monitors bleeped a little faster. 

George looked at Nancy with the magazines and they 
both nervously smiled. “Do you want this one?” His voice 
shook as Dawn’s voice got louder. “Ugghhhhhhhhhh!” 

“Ok. Ok. Here you go.” George picked the dummy off the 
cart. 

“She really wants it.” Nancy smiled. 

Dawn put another arm out trying to push it away and 
shrieked. George brought it closer trying to hand it to her 
and somehow it seemed to almost jump out of his hands, 
landing on Dawn’s stomach. 

She screamed. A sound that fractured and wheezed out. 
Gripped the bedsheets as tight as she could, but with all 
the bandages her fingers couldn’t squeeze. Something in 
the back of her throat started to gurgle and burn. 
“Uhhhhhhhhhh.” Her voice scratched. 

George grabbed the doll to get it off her, but something 
was stuck. The dummy grinned down at Dawn. His plastic 


teeth clamped tight on her chest, biting into her tit. It 
started to bleed. Red was spilling into the bedsheets. 

“Ahhhhhhh!” She screamed. It was a wild yowl. The 
monitors were fast-paced beeps and picking up speed. 
George ripped the doll upward and Dawn jerked with it. 
Weakly she wrapped her arms around the doll trying to 
grab its head to pull it off. The dummy bit down harder, 
Dawn’s tit flesh popped open, and_ she_ shrieked. 
“AAHHHHHHHHH!!!” 

Nancy came closer, batting her thick black eyelashes, 
knocking over the magazine cart. Magazines spilled across 
the whole floor. Frantically, she leaned over, pushed the call 
button for help. “Nurse! Nurse!” She yelled. 

Two of the nursing staff rushed into the room, one 
slipped on a magazine landing on their butt with a thud. 
George tried to get the doll from Dawn but her arms were 
wrapped around it, and he was scared to touch her too 
hard. Through the gauze, he could see the soft flesh, some 
spots oozing through. 

The nurse got off the floor. “She needs a sedative. Her 
vitals are too high.” 

Another nurse ran into the room, a large white guy with 
a potbelly and a syringe. 

Dawn screamed again. The dummy looked up at her 
from her tit. Tears streamed down, wetting the bandages 
on her face. She jerked furiously trying to get the thing off 
her. George didn’t touch her, not wanting to injure her soft 
skin. 

The nurse with the syringe leaned in and pulled the 
bedsheets off. Stabbing her with the needle in her butt 
cheek. 

“Ahhhhhhhh.” Dawn’s yelling came down to a pathetic 
yelp. “Ughhhhhhhhh.” Her body slumped to a lax position, 
and she dropped her arms. The beeping in the tiny, white 
room was steadily crawling down in pace. George lifted the 
dummy but it was caught on something. The doll's head 


was deep in her chest, and he moved his finger around the 
face. Something caught his finger and he jerked back. It 
was bleeding. 

“It’s stuck on something.” he tried lifting the doll again 
and this time it came loose. There was blood on the sheet 
on Dawn’s chest. 

“We'll take care of that. Thanks for your help.” One of 
the nurses said. 

Nancy, shaking and disheveled, collected the magazines 
up off the floor and put them back on the cart. She dropped 
a Vogue on one of the chairs and rolled out into the hallway, 
batting her eyelashes nervously. 

George held the dummy and looked at it. Something 
inside him lurched. His stomach dropped down and his 
mouth went dry. “This thing is” he couldn’t finish what he 
said. He didn’t know what it was. Something not good. He 
didn’t like holding it, so he put the dummy in the chair on 
top of the Vogue magazine and rolled the Cheer-Me-Up cart 
into the hall. 

Dawn’s room bustled with staff and the monitors slowly 
beeped along with a calm rhythm as the chaos eventually 
subsided. Two nurses re-wrapped her bandages on her 
chest. They looked at the wound on one of her tits, 
confused by how she got it, they wrote it into her chart, 
dotted the torn skin with medication, and put a special 
patch on it. They unwrapped her face. She breathed low, 
relaxed breaths. Her mouth slightly open. 

She got fresh, dry bandages and very carefully they 
wrapped her up again. As they were leaving the room, one 
turned off the light. Wasn’t that doll in the chair? Did 
someone move it? They thought as they closed the door, but 
not all the way, leaving it open an inch or two so they could 
hear Dawn if she started screaming again. 
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he dummy snuck through the nurse’s station, making 

sure not to be seen, tottering past only when no one 

was looking. A janitor walked by, pushing a mop 
bucket, and the doll silently followed behind them. A 
nurse’s aide carrying blankets and a fresh bedpan went 
into a room where another nurse walked out. The dummy 
followed them into the med room and hid behind a trashcan 
until they left. 

The med room was a brightly lit closet with several glass 
cabinets stocked with pills. The dummy pulled over a chair 
and stood on it. Tippy toe he looked over all the medicine 
labels, pointing at them with his tiny plastic finger as he 
read, finding the morphine. He grabbed a syringe and the 
little glass bottle, putting it all in his pocket. Stood by the 
door waiting for it to open again. A few minutes later, the 
Same nurse came in and he sprung out into the hallway. 
Walking past the nurse’s station below the desk where no 
one saw him. He went back to Dawn’s room, and luckily the 
door was open a little. He went inside. 

The dummy excitedly, almost bouncing, came over to her 
bed and climbed the bedsheets. Dawn felt something and 
groaned. She could barely open one eye and saw the doll’s 
ruffly-combed red hair. She tried to scream but there was 


no sound. A bubble of drool spilled from the corner of her 
mouth. Her arms twitched around the tendons and joints, 
but they were too heavy to lift. She couldn’t move. The 
dummy stood on the bed at her shoulders and looked down 
at her. Suddenly something worked and her right hand 
bobbed a little. She pulled harder, trying to focus. One arm 
went up, but only halfway, as she reached upwards towards 
the doll. Her fingers grazed his bow tie and he batted it 
away. Her arm fell back to the bed. 

“Try to get rid of me bitch. I’ll show you.” He chuckled. 
Got the vial out of his pocket and shook it in her face. Dawn 
blinked weakly and groaned. The doll pushed the syringe 
into it pulling out the morphine. 

Dawn’s heart beat heavy, and slow inside her rib cage. 
She jerked her tongue in her mouth, desperate to make any 
noise. With tiny hands the dummy grabbed the headboard 
and pulled himself up, standing on it, teetering and 
stretching his short childish arms to reach for the IV bag 
hanging on the metal pole. He plunged the needle into the 
top of the bag, squirting the liquid inside. “Dumb bitch.” He 
growled down at her with a grimace. “Fuck you, shit hole 
lady.” Suddenly he lost his balance, fell face down into the 
bed by her shoulder. Dawn raised her arm only a little, 
knocking him sideways and he rolled off onto the floor. 

“Ya dumb bitch!” he griped, getting up from his knees. 
Snarling up at her, he teetered across the room and went 
out into the hall. He looked around, nervously. The hall was 
crowded now. He sprinted into the next room over where a 
little girl, covered head-to-toe in bandages was watching 
cartoons. 
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he looked to be around five years old. Hispanic, with 

chestnut curls. Some of her hair was partly singed and 

drifted through the bandages covering her scalp. Last 
weekend, when her older brother was babysitting, and her 
parents had gone out for the night, they popped popcorn on 
the stove and her hair had caught fire. She had minor 
burns on her shoulders and her forehead was worse, but 
with the ointment and the daily bandage changes, she was 
doing a lot better and healing ok. 

She gently tapped her fingers along the remote flipping 
channels finding a good cartoon to watch.The doll teetered, 
tiptoeing on the points of his tiny feet, and stood below her. 
The girl didn’t notice as he climbed up on the bed. She felt 
something move and slowly turned to see the dummy 
sitting on one of her pillows, looking at her. She admired 
his glassy blue eyes, the twinkling reflection of light. “How 
did this get in here?” she said picking it up. The doll 
smirked and jammed himself onto her hand. The girl 
writhed and squealed, trying to get it out, but it got sucked 
inside deeper and deeper. She dropped the remote on the 
bed and grinned a giant, toothy grin. “Now it’s time for 
some real fun.” She chuckled and hopped down to the floor. 
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he hallway had cleared out and all of the nurses were 

in patients’ rooms and so the little girl left the burn 

unit unnoticed. She reached the elevator, the dummy 
at her side, sat on her arm. “Oh goody. First floor.” The girl 
tapped the button and it lit. She rode it down to one 
without any stops and when the doors slid open choir music 
enveloped her. 

The girl's wide smile and open eyes glistened towards 
the music. She bobbled out into the busy corridor where 
people were swarming through. The plaza was sprawling, 
open, and bright with natural light beaming down from the 
windows around the high ceiling. The girl looked up, 
noticing the open 2"*-floor balcony with elevators on every 
side as she rudely pushed through the line at the Starbucks 
kiosk, almost knocking someone over. The dummy kicked 
them in the back as they made their way. The giant room 
was dotted with people. Some were sitting, chatting at 
tables and others went into the gift shop. 

No one saw her at first. But then she got some odd 
looks. Her smile was maniacally happy. Head covered in 
bandages, the hospital gown was drooping over one 
shoulder, and her yellow socks were sliding off. Everyone 


stared at the dummy she carried on her arm with his thin 
legs dangling, knocking around a little. 

A glob of drool strung down the upturned corner of her 
smile. The melody of cheerful voices echoed through the 
plaza in entrancing unison. A choir was gathered around 
the front entry, a gaggle of middle-aged white women, 
came from a local church, there to sing uplifting songs of 
grace and joy. And you could feel it. The emotions were 
palpable. 

The girl stopped at a bronze statue. It was Jesus and a 
woman on her knees asking for help. She and the doll 
peered up at it with their giant, childish eyes. The bronze 
Jesus was standing there with his hand down on the woman 
to heal her. They found it funny. A small inside joke 
bloomed between them, and the girl giggled. It rolled 
louder and louder, her shoulders shaking, and the doll 
vibrating along with her, wiggling his feet in delight. They 
were a pair of laughing little children. 

A woman with a toddler in tow came over and stood 
behind them. She tapped the girl’s arm carefully. 

The girl and the doll stopped laughing and both turned 
to look at the woman. She was startled. She knew the girl’s 
head was covered in bandages, but her face was stuck and 
frozen, eyes unmoving. Her little lips splitting open in 
parts, bleeding. Creeps of blood were pooling on her gums 
and tiny teeth. 

“Hi.” The woman’s voice squeaked. 

The girl said nothing. The woman gripped her toddler’s 
hand harder. 

“Mommy you’re hurting me.” the kid tried to pull away. 

“Sorry, sweetie.” She glanced down, loosening her grip. 
When she looked back up, she focused on the dummy and 
stared. His red comb-over was drooping down and a sliver 
of hair hung over one blue eye. Could he see her? It felt like 
the doll could SEE her. His giant teeth were a row of white 


squares with a wide, empty gap where one was missing. 
His smile was 

She caught herself, embarrassed, and looked at the girl. 
Her eyes glared at her happily. 

“Do you” The woman swallowed. The girl was frozen 
still. The woman glanced at the doll and back at her. “Need 
any help?” 

The girl blinked and belted out a laugh. Her shoulders 
shook and so did the doll. His comb-over fell into his face. 
The woman gripped the toddler. 

“Owe!” 

She yanked the kid up into her arms and hurried away. 

The doll and girl looked back up at the bronze Jesus and 
heckled louder, and then subsided to giggles. The girl fixed 
the dummy’s red part perfectly to one side. They could hear 
the choir music again and slowly they went towards it. A 
few people watched as the bandaged-head girl in the 
hospital gown, holding the dummy, trundled through the 
plaza, the loose tips of her yellow socks flapping along each 
step. The sunlight from the overhead windows shown down 
on them. The choir continued, all looking at the conductor, 
none of them noticing the grinning wide-eyed twins coming 
closer. A frail, elderly woman slunched over in a wheelchair 
enjoying the music, gently smiling. 

The girl came up behind her, leaning the dummy over 
the woman’s small, boney shoulder. She gasped. 

Grinning, blood, lining her gums, the girl said, “Out of 
my way you used up trollop!” She shoved the wheelchair, it 
careened towards the choir, crashing into the singer on the 
end, knocking them over. The woman in the wheelchair 
bounced around as someone steadied her in place. Most of 
the choir stopped singing but some on the other end 
continued, not seeing what was going on. The choir 
director whipped around to look at the girl. Then took a few 
steps back, mouth hanging open. 


The girl went over to the section still singing reluctantly 
and grinned. “You cunting faces!” 

A security team, three uniformed officers, were making 
their way down the escalator and towards her. 

Laughing, the girl and dummy turned to look at them. 
“Go straight to hell you twats!” She yelled into the center 
of the plaza. “Burn in hell fuckos!” 

The security reached the floor and were bustling 
towards her. She turned and ran to the choir director who 
had her hands up in defense. The girl, one strand of hair 
curling out of the bandage, wide, red, marble-veined eyes, 
slapped the woman across the face with her free hand, 
leaving a small crimson handprint. The dummy’s legs 
dangled, with tiny pointed knees and he kicked up one foot 
as he grinned with delight. “Ya dumb, loose whores! You’re 
all fucked!” The little girl screamed. 

The choir director jumped, backing up into a singer, and 
fell backwards onto them. The girl ran. Heading for the 
front, to the outside valet parking. She flew in between the 
cars lined on the curb, and down the driveway, out of sight 
before security could reach her. 

She ran across the street and hid behind a tree as the 
police officers looked out from the giant glass windows, 
talking into their walkie-talkies. A Metro bus passed by, 
fluttering the bandages that were now loosening on her 
head. 
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here was a bus stop a few feet away. An older black 

man, maybe in his late sixties, with a white receding 

hairline had just gotten off his nursing shift. 
Exhausted he waited, clicking along on his cellphone. He 
didn’t catch sight of the small girl in the hospital gown, 
head, and shoulders wrapped in gauze, messy strings of 
brown curls billowing out. Her eyes were bulging, and 
predatory. She lurked to the bus stop bench and sat at the 
other end. 

The doll wiggled off her arm and sat next to her. The girl 
looked up and around batting her eyes. The bandage on her 
head was starting to unravel now and part of it drooped 
down over her face, exposing what was left of the pieces of 
hair around her forehead. She began wailing. 

The nurse looked up from his phone at her as she 
jumped up off the bench and ran across the street, the 
loosening banner of gauze fluttered behind her. He 
watched as she reached the hospital entrance where she 
was met by four security guards. 

He felt something move next to him and looked over. 
There was a doll there. Quite large, toddler-sized, with a 
big grin. One of its square teeth was missing and it had a 
bow tie. 


It was one of those dummies. He hated those things. 

Confused, he looked back at the girl inside the hospital 
who was now being grabbed by the security team. She was 
crying hysterically, shaking her head. The gauze was 
unraveling, and they were trying to rewrap it. The nurse 
sat there, furrow-browed, puzzled, wondering if she was in 
trouble, he watched them march her further inside. He 
looked back down at the doll and questioned if he should 
take it over there into the hospital to return it to her. He 
leaned over to it to pick it up, but the doll jumped at him 
and before he could scoot away, it was on him, shoving its 
behind onto his hand. He shrieked and then his eyes rolled 
back going all white. 

His mouth curled upwards comically into a huge, happy 
grin. His eyes focused themselves forward one at a time 
until they were wide and staring straight ahead. The Metro 
bus glided up beside the curb and stopped there. The doors 
folded open, and he got on. 
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he bus driver was a heavy-set Asian guy in his 

twenties with a gold chain. A tattoo of a skull with a 

screw in the head stretched over his forearm. He 
hunched over the steering wheel and didn’t even look away 
from the road, so he didn’t see anything odd about the 
man, that he was carrying a dummy on his arm, or that he 
looked insane. Due to traffic, they were a few minutes 
behind schedule so as soon as he got on, the bus started 
moving again. The driver was focused, trying to make up 
for time. The bus was mostly full, with only a few empty 
seats. The nurse jostled along the isle ogling at everyone as 
he went. He passed a young black guy, dressed in a nicely 
ironed suit with a briefcase in his lap, listening to opera in 
his headphones. There was a homeless guy, sitting alone. 
He smelled bad and he was talking to himself. Everyone 
ignored him. There was a white woman, pale with dyed 
black hair and matching nail polish. She looked goth. Her 
eight-year-old son stooped next to her, reading a library 
book. The back of the bus was mostly teens who just got 
out of school, their backpacks in between their legs. They 
were talking loudly and laughing. A pair of girls looked and 
pointed from behind the seats. 


The nurse stared at them, dummy at his shoulder, 
grinning. His lips were starting to quake. From inside his 
body, the nurse looked out but couldn’t move. He wanted to 
pull his arm out of the doll but there was no feeling in his 
arms, nothing to control. In the middle of the bus, there 
were a few Hispanic men, clustered together, speaking 
Spanish. They had just gotten off work at the BBQ place 
down the street and had food stains on their white 
uniforms. The nurse and doll looked them up and down and 
sat next to one of them without asking. It was an abrupt 
drop onto the seat that startled the man. He faced forward 
with no acknowledgment of the awkward action and the 
rest of them quickly stopped talking. There was an 
explosion of laughter from the teens in the back. 

The bus kept hitting potholes, rattling the giant 
windows, and jiggling the passengers side to side. The 
dummy sat perched on the man’s arm as they gawked at 
the driver, who was now noticing them but decided to 
ignore it. The nurse looked like a maniac with his giant grin 
stretched outward, impossibly wide, pouring over the edges 
of his face, showing his teeth, just like the doll. They were 
identical in their features. The driver would look, and they 
would be there behind him, glaring, jostling around with 
each bounce. 

He was looking back at them through the rearview when 
the biggest pothole came. He didn’t see it to move out of 
the way or tap the breaks, so the bus rammed down, 
bouncing everyone almost an inch off their seats, and with 
this, the dummy lost balance on the man’s arm and 
knocked loose. The man quickly pulled his arm out and 
jumped up. The dummy fell to the floor, face down. The 
nurse wiped his face with a shaky hand. The smile melted 
and he began to sob. He ran to the back exit and yanked 
the cord to get let off. The bell rang and he pulled it over 
and over, looking behind him at the dummy on the floor of 
the bus that began to roll onto its side. 


“Let me off!” He yelled. “Let me off!” 

The bus driver was about to yell back, but they were 
coming to a stop anyways and he flung the doors open. The 
nurse jumped out, off the bus, and started running. The bus 
quickly started moving again. 

The dummy sat up and kneeled on his tiny hands. The 
Hispanic men were looking at it and then at each other. The 
doll was standing. The men sprung up in their seats to 
jump over the doll and into the aisle, running to the front 
door. One of them screamed “Esta vivo!” 

The goth woman knocked her kid off the seat when she 
tried to get him up. The boy saw the doll and screamed as 
he leapt and hurried to the back of the bus. The driver 
slammed on the breaks, knocking people over. The driver 
stood from his chair to see what was happening. Everyone 
was hysterical. He yanked the door lever. The doors flung 
open, and everyone was shouting as they piled over each 
other to get off. The driver stood there, looking down the 
aisle as people on the street, ran past the bus widows and 
were gone. 

“What the hell?” He said to himself. Nothing was 
happening. He couldn’t figure out why everyone had left 
and slowly he began to search down the aisle. With slow 
steps, he checked each seat to see if someone was still 
there. Each time he got to a seat he was ready to pounce 
on whoever was hiding behind it but the whole bus was 
empty. People had left things. There were backpacks and 
purses. The businessman’s briefcase, that large creepy doll, 
a library book, a few cell phones. 

The driver went back to his seat and called his boss and 
explained the situation. 


“It was probably this homeless guy................ Yeah. | 
understand. But he got off with everyone else................... I 
Checked alread y.................ccce cence They left a lot of 
SUE a reowanrns ihe gotecage Na enuccsorerroAmcniucsaers You want me to 
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He hung up. Leaned outside again. People, most of them 
in scrubs, hurried down the sidewalk. He couldn’t see 
anyone that had been on the bus with him. The humming of 
the engine vibrated and shook. As he did one more look 
around, he was more nervous this time. All the same, no 
one had snuck on during the phone call. He sat back in his 
seat, pulled the lever that shut the doors and put the bus in 
drive. It bounced softly, jostling him around. He switched 
on the OUT OF SERVICE sign and coasted down the block. 
He’d drive back to the station, and he could take his time. 
At a red light, he searched his phone for some music and 
put it on. 

The dummy sat forward and wiggled his feet with 
excited giggling that couldn’t be heard over the music, 
engine, or the large shaking windows. The doll dropped 
down from his seat and started coming towards the front. 
The driver stopped at a light and turned the music up. 
Checked Facebook for a second and started driving again. 
The music was loud Houston rap, screw, with deep base. It 
drowned everything out and he bobbed his head, swaying 
one arm to the music, singing along with it. The dummy 
hobbled closer. The bus shook violently, and the doll 
grabbed at the rail. He looked up at the bus driver. The 
driver looked down at the dummy standing there on his 
own. It was a toddler man. Bow tie and suspenders, loafers, 
and a comb-over. The red strips of stringy hair showed the 
tan crown of his head and the vacant, beaming glass aqua- 
blue eyes and smiling giant, missing-tooth grin. The driver 
screamed. 
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s the Metro bus careened along Willowick Rd. the 

driver glared straight ahead and smiled, the doll 

tucked tight down on his arm. The bus brushed up 
against the curb as it took a turn. A woman jogging in the 
road, heard the bus coming and quickly got out of the way 
and onto the sidewalk. Buses never came down this street 
so as it passed cars, nannies with strollers, and joggers 
everyone stopped and stared, shocked to see the bus in 
their neighborhood. They would give a confused look and 
then as the bus passed, they would catch a quick glimpse of 
the man holding a doll up in the driver’s side window. 

It arrived at the curb of the white, plantation-style 
house, slowing down with the wobble of the screeching 
breaks, and parked there engine humming. Brent was in 
his backyard watching golf where he heard the sound of 
the bus but thought it was a garbage truck. The bus driver 
pulled the lever opening the doors. The dummy jumped off 
the driver’s hand and the man shook his head. His eyes 
shrunk back to normal, and he stretched his face. He 
looked around confused about where he was and licked his 
lips. The doll leapt off the bus, jumping over all the stairs at 
once. 


Nacho the dog barked furiously, zipping up and down 
the fence. The doll tottered up the sidewalk happily and 
waved at it with his tiny hand. Nacho wagged his tail and 
tried to scratch through the bottom of the fence. Gladys 
heard Nacho barking and peeked out from the big window 
in the bird room to see what he was barking at. The Metro 
bus took off from the curb and burnt rubber driving away. 
Gladys spotted the doll. She gasped with excitement and 
raced to the front door. She opened it and cheered. “You’re 
home. My baby’s home! Come here!” she bent down and 
swept him up in her arms, kissing him on the mouth leaving 
a trail of pink lipstick. 
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Later that night 


M ost of the lights were off when Jason returned home, 
giving him hope that Gladys had gone to her 

apartment for the night, but as he stepped into the 
kitchen he could hear the tv on in the living room, so he 
crept through the house. She was on the couch with the 
dummy. The top of his redhead showing just above the 
couch cushions. They were watching Anderson Cooper, 
with a shared blanket covering their legs and a big bowl of 
popcorn between them. He needed to pass behind them to 
get upstairs so he very carefully walked through. Gladys 
pulled the blanket to cover up a little more and cupped a 
heap of popcorn into her mouth, munching it. 

Without them turning around, he reached the stairs and 
hurried up. A cold grilled cheese sandwich was on the 
dresser. A gob of mayo had oozed out of the side and there 
was a mug of something that looked like pink Kool-Aid next 
to it. Gladys must have made the sandwich hours ago. He 
was annoyed and didn’t even want to bother throwing it 


out. It could sit there forever for all he cared. He clicked on 
the tv. 

His head throbbed. A headache was coming on and it 
was bad, and he’d need to find something for it. Slipping off 
his jeans and t-shirt, he dropped them to the bathroom 
floor. His bare chest cooled off a little and he washed his 
face with cold water. He opened the drawer and cabinets 
under the sink but didn’t find anything for a headache, then 
remembered there was Tylenol in the security room. 

Through the closet and clothes, to the hidden door, he 
went in, flicking on the light. Then pulled the desk drawer 
open. A bottle of Tylenol rolled inside. He popped the tap 
off and swallowed two of the pills, deciding to take the 
bottle to bed. The address book was still there on the desk. 
A tinge of curiosity poked him. 

“Mmm” he mumbled. He wanted to look through it but 
knew there’d be nothing there. Address books were boring, 
and he didn’t know anyone his grandpa knew anyways. 

Curious he opened it and scanned was what written in 
eloquent handwriting. 

A 

Allen, Sam(713)52 

Abbot, To(281)485-58 

Amazon HNguyenGrapefuit 

Acker(713) 

AOL HNguyendoghouse 


HE SUCKED in a gulp of air, stinging his lungs, and flipped to 
another page. 


G 
GliBrent, Fra(832)205-5 
Godfried, Jerr(512)20 


GM Energy HNguyenWillowick Rd123.& 
Goodfellow P1(800)562- 
Gmail HNguyenYellowcat 


IT WAS FULL OF PASSWORDS. 

Not knowing exactly where to look, he flipped to the 
front page to where something was written. 

Willowick Rd. 

His head tightened in pain. He sat in the rolling chair, 
turned on the computer and the password screen came up. 
He typed in Willowick Rd. The computer beeped, and he 
was logged on. 
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he home screen was the same original theme, never 

having been changed to something personal or 

unique. It was that hill with that big blue cloudless 
sky, the one everyone has on their computer home screen 
until you personalize it. He was pretty sure his grandpa 
was a Standard senior, not too savvy with computers. The 
icons dotted around the edge of the picture. He found one 
that looked like a shield, labeled Inland South Security. He 
clicked it. 

A new window popped open and showed multiple 
windows tiled on the screen. It was all the cameras, live, 
filming this very moment. Different parts of the house were 
shown. Some cameras where he hadn’t noticed them yet. 
One was just black, must be a room with no light on, and he 
wasn’t sure what part of the house it was. There was the 
one in the kitchen that he had seen before. One facing the 
foyer from the inside. It must be mounted on the stairs. 
He’d find that one later. One in the back yard, mounted on 
the garage, facing the back door. One in the bird room. One 
in the hallway he hadn’t noticed. He got up and went 
outside the bedroom, seeing the camera now. It was in the 
top corner of the ceiling facing his door. Anderson Cooper 
was still on tv downstairs, talking about something in North 


Korea. Jason went back in and locked the door, making sure 
Gladys wouldn’t barge in while he was checking the 
cameras. 

Back to the computer, he searched the screen to see if 
he could find a history somewhere. There was a tab in the 
top right-hand corner. History was the first thing on the 
list. He clicked it. 

“Oh wow.” 

The history went back years, probably to the when the 
cameras were installed. He found a file that said Last 
Month. When he clicked it, each window popped up again, 
the same pictures. He clicked the one from the front door. 
All the dates, going a month back, lined up in a vertical 
row. And on the bottom of the screen, there was a 
timestamp shown and you could move your cursor along a 
bar to fast forward. 

Meticulously, Jason started moving the days backward, 
knowing his grandpa had gone into the hospice and not 
come home. The images were empty, just showing the foyer 
with nothing else changed. He chose another screen. The 
kitchen, clicking each day and scrolling through it. Finally, 
he found something. It was a windely old man, hunched 
and scrawny with unkempt hair in a bathrobe and slippers. 
His grandpa shuffled along the screen and sat at the 
kitchen table with a plate. He was eating something, maybe 
scrambled eggs. The doll was sitting next to him in one of 
the chairs, tiny brown loafers dangling over the seat. His 
grandpa, fork in hand, began eating. Chewed and then 
started coughing hard, arching his back, and quickly drank 
from a coffee mug. The same mug Jason had drunk from, he 
noticed the Astroworld logo. Jason tightened his jaw, 
hurting his mouth. 

His grandfather slumped over grabbing his throat and 
fell sideways, out of his seat. The rest of the footage stayed 
the same. With the doll sitting there by the breakfast table. 


Jason parted his lips slowly. “Oh my god. He was 
poisoned.” He flicked off the screen, not wanting to watch 
anymore. He remembered drinking the coffee and gagged a 
little in the back of his throat. His hands began shaking. 
“Poisoned.” Jason’s mouth went dry all of a sudden. Did 
Gladys poison him? She wasn’t in town. She could have 
poisoned the coffee and then gone on vacation. Maybe he 
wasn’t poisoned. Maybe he choked. The coffee was bad. 
The coffee was expired. 

Jason didn’t know what to think. He didn’t know where 
to begin. He carefully stood up, feeling dizzy, head still 
aching. Whatever the case, he couldn’t live here anymore. 
It was too much. Whatever was going on, if his grandpa 
was poisoned or not poisoned. He never felt comfortable 
here. He’d leave soon. As fast as he could. He looked at the 
time on his phone. It was around 11 pm. He left the 
security room and went to his bed, sitting on the edge. 

I could pack tonight. I could leave tonight. 

“I need to call the coroner.” He whispered. 

The autopsy results would prove what happened, and he 
could mention he thought his grandpa was poisoned. 
Maybe the coroner would look further into it. He 
considered calling now but it was late and reluctantly 
settled on calling first thing in the morning. And he’d 
seriously consider if he would stay here any longer. He 
definitely wouldn’t eat or drink anything here, not even a 
cup of coffee from a new can. Just in case. 
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ladys's apartment above the garage was basically one 

room and a bathroom. The kitchen was in the corner 

area with a small stove and a fridge. There weren’t 
many pictures. Just one of her from a few decades ago with 
her sister who had passed away and a few of her and 
Herman. The apartment was all white. White carpet and 
walls. She didn’t own a lot of things and so the space 
seemed a little bigger. Her bed was in one corner by a 
window and had a ruffly purple floral duvet. The apartment 
smelled like her perfume and stale potpourri. The gold- 
rimmed clock hung above the stove was the only sound, a 
loud tedious, steady tick, tick, tick. 

It was well past midnight, and the dummy was done 
being here. Gladys was snoring lightly, squeaking her nose 
with each exhale that batted against his forehead. His 
glassy eyes fogging with each hot breath. He very slowly 
wiggled out of her arms and off the bed. He walked across 
the shadowy room and tripped over one of her shoes in the 
middle of the floor. “Shit” The dummy whispered. He did 
not want to her to wake up. He did not want to have to lay 
back down with her. 

Instead of waking up, she turned to the other side and 
adjusted her pillow. Her nose started squeaking again. He 


left and snuck down the stairs of the garage apartment and 
out into the backyard. He came into the house through the 
back in the kitchen. Went through the hall and to the foyer. 
At the stairs, he looked up for a moment, considering them, 
giving a long sigh, and then began to go up. It was a 
struggle to get up the stairway. His short legs had trouble 
reaching up that high and he used the railing to help pull 
himself up each step. 

The dummy couldn’t get into Jason’s room. Frustrated 
and grinning he pulled out his pocketknife, shoved it into 
the tiny hole, and picked the lock. It came loose, and he 
crept inside. He crawled up the bed, and brushed his hand 
on Jason’s hair, caressing it. He bent down and kissed him 
lightly on the cheek. Almost waking up, Jason moaned. 
Giggling, the doll reached down his tiny hand and tickled 
along Jason’s stomach. 

Jason huffed but didn’t wake up. 

The doll poked him just above his belly button. Jason 
blinked his eyes lightly as they focused on the thick shadow 
next to him. The dummy was on his knees, his little finger 
jammed into his stomach. Jason jerked up, ready to swat it 
away when it spoke. 

“Hey, sleepyhead. Don’t be scared.” 

The alarm clock shown in red glowing numbers behind 
him. It was 3 am. Jason’s heart thudded deep in his chest 
and pricks of sweat beaded on his forehead. He batted his 
feet, trying to get them loose from the covers, ready to 
jump out of the bed. The dummy rolled his eyes sideways. 
They glistened, simmering blue in the dark. Jason’s 
stomach lurched. He’d never seen the eyes move before 
and this was somehow more unsettling than hearing it 
speak. Was it really talking? He couldn’t be sure. Maybe he 
was hallucinating. 

The dummy giggled. “Put your hand inside me.” He 
turned around, wiggling his rear end. “Go on. Put it inside. 
Don’t be a party pooper.” 
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he next morning when Jason awoke, he laid in bed for 
a moment, staring into the ceiling fan, not moving, 
waiting for his thoughts to resurface. When a ping of 
anxiety hit him, he jerked and focused on the door. It was 
closed as he had left it. The dummy visiting him last night 
must have been a dream. Yeah. A dream. He knew it was. 
But it seemed real. He’d need to be sure to take his pill this 
morning before he did anything else. He rattled one from 
the bottle and put it in his pocket to take with water. The 
hallucinations had never happened before in Austin, but he 
was stressed out here and that was a possible side effect. 
Over the years, in therapy, the doctors had always warned 
him not to get too stressed or it could lead to something 
like this. A blackout or erratic behavior, mood swings. 
Maybe hallucinations, they said. Maybe missing time. The 
hallucination from last night was scary, but it didn’t bother 
him much. Maybe that was closer to a dream, something 
not too bad. He had just woken up by something, maybe 
some noise, and then was dreaming before falling asleep 
again. Yeah. Not too bad. 
Right now, he was worried about leaving. 
He went to the door and it was unlocked. “Goddamn it, 
Gladys.” He seethed. 


Did she come in his room last night? Was she sneaking 
around his room, and he woke up when she left? And that’s 
why he hallucinated? Was she watching him sleep? What 
was She doing in his room? 

Right then and there he decided to change the damn 
locks. 

Angry, he went downstairs and was too upset to eat, so 
he’d skipped breakfast, could get some fast food later. He 
sat at the counter and got out his phone and looked up the 
number to the coroner’s office. 

He dialed it. 

They picked up after a few rings. Jason asked about his 
grandfather, and it took a while for them to find his info. 
The lady on the other end was lackadaisical, sounded like 
she was chewing gum and her words were slow and lazy. 
“Says here your grandfather was cremated.” 

Jason knew how dumb this conversation was, but he had 
to try to ask anyways even though he knew how stupid he 
sounded. “I know he was cremated but I know that 
sometimes an autopsy is done before that.” 

“Yeah.” She chewed the gum right into the telephone. 
“We do that in most cases. But it says here the family 
denied the autopsy. I see the paperwork right here. It's 
signed.” 

“By who?” 

“Says, Jason Nguyen.” 

“T didn’t sign that.” 

“I’m sorry sir but I see the signature right here.” 

“T don’t remember signing anything like that.” 

“IT see well. I’m sorry for the confusion but I have a 
signed document right here that says an autopsy was 
declined. I can email it to you if you want.” 

Jason gave her his email address and hung up. He 
wanted to scream. The stress. He combed over in his mind 
any paperwork he might have signed, remembering none. 
But the visit to the hospice was a blurred memory at best. 


He wasn’t that upset watching his grandfather die but it 
was emotional of course. Maybe he signed something and 
just didn’t remember. Or maybe he was having more 
trouble with reality than he thought. He went upstairs. 
Gladys would be over soon, and he would avoid her as 
much as possible. The anxiety was getting to him, and he 
didn’t want her to see it. Maybe he needed to see a 
therapist. Up in his room, he pulled the pill out of his 
pocket and swallowed it dry. 
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The lawyer 


M r. Schafer had practiced law for over thirty years 
now, but this had never happened before. Focusing 

down at the paper, he grew fascinated by the curves 
of the letters. In all those years, he had never dealt with a 
situation like this or seen an adult write like this and it was 
completely outlandish to him. He considered throwing it 
away but thoughts of being disbarred were ruminating. He 
had held on to the letter without mentioning it for a few 
days now. It had arrived in the mail the afternoon after he 
spoke to Jason, and he had considered calling him back as 
soon as he opened it but realized it might cause some 
trouble. He wanted to be sure he was doing the right thing. 
Herman was his friend after all, and he needed to have his 
best interest in mind. The idea to just throw it away and 
never mention it. That was the option in the forefront of his 
mind and the whole thing could be ignored and forgotten. 
Maybe that was the best thing to do? But holding it in his 
hands today, he was sure it was time to confront the 


situation. It was on notebook paper. Wrinkled. And the 
words were simple. 


TODD AND GLADYS GET MY HOUSE AND ALL 
PROPERTY. 
-HERMAN 


SCHAFER DIALED JASON'S CELLPHONE. He answered. Jason was 
alert, with his voice slightly higher-pitched than he had 
heard before. Mr. Schafer explained very clearly that the 
note held no legal weight. That it could easily be argued 
against in court and most likely be thrown out and the 
original will would be upheld. The handwriting alone was 
enough to show that his grandfather had a deteriorating 
mind when he wrote it. Along with the hospice notes that 
he was disoriented, with limited cognitive function upon 
arrival, there was more than enough evidence to argue the 
note’s validity. It wouldn’t be any problem at all. Mr. 
Schafer was adamant that he only wanted to show Jason 
that he wasn’t hiding anything. That Jason would make the 
call on what to do with it. 

Jason understood and calculated what he wanted to say 
next very carefully. He stared at the stale grilled cheese 
sitting on the dresser as he spoke. “I want the note 
honored. I don’t want the house. I am happy for Gladys and 
Todd.” Jason paused for a moment. “Wait, who is Todd?” 

Mr. Schafer was more than just a little confused. “No, 
no, no. Jason, the house is yours. I'm sorry I brought the 
letter up, but I have to fully disclose everything, but I don’t 
think it's valid at all. Nothing to worry about. I just didn’t 
want to hide anything from you.” 

“T understand. I don’t want the house. I don’t. I want to 
go back to Austin and” 


“You could sell the house.” 

“IT don’t want to kick out Gladys.” Jason stared at the 
grilled cheese. He wanted out and he didn’t want to make 
her have a reason to come after him. If she got the house. 
She’d have no reason to. 

“Who is Todd?” Jason said again. 

This caught Mr. Schafer off guard but he answered. “I 
don’t know. I've never heard Herman mention a Todd.” 

“Well, how do we track him down? Is there a last name 
mentioned?” 

Schafer gawked at the paper in his hand. “No, it just 
says Todd and Gladys get all my property. That’s all it says. 
It's not legally binding. I don’t think you fully understand 
what I’m” 

“T want my grandfather's wishes to be honored.” 

“Yes but” 

“T don’t want this house at all. I want Todd and Gladys to 
get everything.” Jason realized what he said and hoped it 
wasn’t too late to correct himself. “I mean do I still get to 
keep the trust?” 

“Yes of course, but this letter.” 

“T understand it's not legally binding but it's what my 
grandfather wanted and it's what I want.” 

“Ok.” Mr. Schafer regretted calling. He knew he was 
somehow dishonoring his friendship with Herman, cheating 
his grandson out of the house and giving it to the 
housekeeper and whoever Todd was. 

“Can you fax me that paper so I can take a look at it?” 

“Of course, Jason I’ll do that now.” 

Jason got off the phone with a rush of relief. He was out 
of this. He looked at the grilled cheese across the room, the 
mayo, now a Clear, weird color. He could leave. Go home, 
back to Austin, get a new apartment, and live off the trust 
for a while. But first, he wanted to track down Todd. Having 
no idea who that could be, there was a good place to start 


looking. He logged onto the computer in the security room. 
Went to the emails and put Todd in the search bar. 

There was nothing. Jason slouched with disappointment. 
No emails were coming or going from anyone named Todd 
that he could find. He decided to look in that phone book. 

No Todds were marked in there either. He looked 
through the whole thing twice. Where else could he look? 


He remembered the photo albums in the poker closet. He’d 
go through those. 
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fter scrubbing down the stove, wiping the fridge, and 

dusting the whole downstairs, Gladys made a tall 

glass of iced tea and a plate of lemon cookies. She 
retreated to the living room to relax on the couch, the 
dummy propped up beside her, sitting on a pillow. The 
middle of her back was lined with sweat and the yellow 
shirt stuck to her sides and clung under her bra. She 
gulped the iced tea with relief. Red lipstick lined along the 
rim of the glass. It was hot outside, and the air conditioner 
was at full force, blasting into the room. The vent hit 
directly where she sat, and her white puff of hair wafted 
back like a jostling cotton ball. Sighing comfortably, she put 
the tv on the game show channel. 

The room was peaceful, cool, and the only sound was the 
whirr of the air conditioner and the game show with the 
hypnotic dings and buzzes. Gladys guessed the answers, 
getting a few right. Grazing the doll's knee every few 
minutes. It put its tiny hand on her thigh. She looked down 
at the dummy, admiring its perfectly combed red hair, wide 
square teeth, his large, endlessly blue eyes that stared at 
the tv. Pulling it hip to hip with her, she leaned down, 
whispering into its ear. “You're the best thing that’s ever 


happened to me.” She kissed it on the lips and held it close 
as She laid it down on the couch and laid on top of it. 
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ason was upstairs watching a movie, and he had 

decided to go through the rest of the photo albums 

today. Something that had proven to be more taxing 
than he couldn’t have anticipated. It was very emotional 
going through them. The first one he had looked at was 
mostly of his grandpa when he was a kid and family 
members he had never seen before. He found a few of his 
father as a baby and then a small boy. That was hard. It was 
hard to see your father again, after recently finding out he 
was dead after you hadn’t seen him in years. After that first 
book, he put the stack carefully away in a dresser drawer 
for later. 

He got the next one in the stack. It was an old vintage 
green color with faded gold trim and he dusted it off before 
getting comfortable on the bed. The faux leather was brittle 
around the edges and the binding on the inside was coming 
loose. Like the other one he looked at before, this one’s 
pages were also compressed together from time. He had to 
use this thumbnail to pry them apart. Flipping through it, 
he was mesmerized by the discolored photographs of his 
father, younger than he was now. He stared at one where 
he looked to be in his teens. Maybe seventeen, in this one, 
he had on a pair of very short shorts, something any man 


would be embarrassed to wear today, and a loose tank top. 
It looked to be summertime, with the sun beaming down on 
him in a backyard. The colors were washed out and faded. 
Jason flipped the page. 

Another photo was of his father, younger in this one, and 
grandparents at the beach, probably in Galveston. The 
water was grey, and the sky was bright blue. It was 
beautiful like the beach should be, but the water wasn’t 
aqua like in Florida. The gulf of Texas was grey and 
peaceful, easy to spot in any photo. He pulled the plastic 
back on the picture and plucked it out to look closer. His 
father, who looked to be around ten was happy. He could 
see it in the eyes. 

That’s a look Jason had never seen on his dad all the 
time he had to know him. Jason's stomach knotted a little 
and a tear stung behind his eye. He turned the picture 
around to see if there might be a date on it. There was. And 
something written in perfect letters. Leo, Darla, Herman. 
Galveston 71’ His grandfather had written it. What nice 
handwriting he’d once had. 

He scanned down the page and another photo caught 
him. There was a sudden flash of recognition. He sucked 
air tight into this throat and a ping of terror pricked his 
skin. It was the doll and a man holding it, smiling wide and 
his grandfather on the side of them. This photo was the 
oldest he had seen so far. His grandfather looked to be in 
his thirties. They were at a festival with a big tent behind 
them with a sagging banner that read Welcome All to the 
Fantastic Circus! 

His grandfather looked proud and had his hand on the 
man’s shoulder. Jason carefully pulled the plastic cover off 
the paper and pulled out the photo to hold it. He trembled 
and dropped it, sending it flittering to the floor where it 
landed face down. There was writing on the back. 

Todd & Mr. Bubblegum, Herman 66’ 


“Mr. Bubblegum.” He said, turned the photo over, and 
stared at the dummy in the man’s lap. He flipped it over 
again reading it a second time. “Todd and Mr. Bubblegum.” 

Jason wondered if it could be the “Todd” that would 
inherit everything. He went through the photo album and 
that man was there a lot. His grandfather had gone to that 
circus many times over the years. He thought he'd give 
Todd a call. The man did know his grandfather and they 
were good friends. He could give the dummy back to the 
man. He’d go see him if possible. 

It would be great to take a trip and get out of the house 
and away from Gladys. 

He googled it on his cell phone. 

Todd and Mr. Bubblegum. 

Results came up immediately. There was another photo 
of the same man with the doll but with two little blonde 
girls posing on each side. It looked like from 20 years ago, 
with the style of clothes. It was labeled that it was in 
Branson, Missouri. The photo had a website address for 
reference. Jason clicked and was taken to a website. The 
headline at the top of the page was in red and yellow polka 
dot font. Todd and Mr. Bubblegum’s Ventriloquism. It was 
dated like it had been made a long time ago with square, 
blank font, and pictures that didn’t seem to be in any order. 
There was even silly old electric, clownish music playing, 
something that was popular when the internet started 
taking off, but completely obsolete and a joke today. There 
was a line of buttons along the top of the page. He clicked 
the button that read CONTACT. 
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A s the phone rang Jason’s mind swam with confusion. 
What exactly would he say? He didn’t know and 

wasn’t prepared. Deciding to call back later, his finger 
reached the button on the phone to hang up just as 
someone answered. 

“Hello, this is Silvia, how can I help you today?” 

Jason swallowed hard. “Hi. Ugh.” 

“Hello.” 

“I'm looking for the guy who used to do MrBubblegum 
ventir” 

“He doesn’t go by that anymore. He goes by Mooney 
now.” 

“Oh ok.” 

“Yeah. He likes to reinvent himself. Tries to get away 
from those old acts and switches it up a lot. He's done the 
circus. He did ventriloquism stuff and then clowning. Now 
it’s Mooney’s Ballooneys. Those are balloon parties.” 

“That must be who I'm looking for.” 

“Do you have an appointment with Mr. Mooney already 
set up?” 

“No, I just want to talk to Mr. Mooney about the dummy 
shows he used to do.” 


The woman sighed. “Well, I’ll tell you right off the bat, 
he doesn’t like to talk about old acts.” 

“Oh really?” 

“Yeah, he's eccentric. He tries to get away from all that.” 

“I see. I need to get a hold of him. Could I give you my 
number and you could pass it along?” 

“I can give you his assistant’s email. That’s the best way 
to reach him.” 

Jason jotted it down as the woman annunciated each 
letter as articulate as a kindergarten teacher, the whole 
time thinking, maybe I shouldn’t be doing this. 
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L, ater in the mid-afternoon, Jason returned from 
Bering’s Hardware, where he had bought new 

doorknobs and locks for his room. His stomach 
growled and he needed to find something to eat. The email 
was sent out only over an hour ago, but he kept checking 
his phone to see if there was a reply yet and looked down at 
it as he pulled into the driveway. The doorknobs rolled 
around in the backseat. They were the cheapest ones he 
could find at Bering’s but still good quality and he was 
happy with them. At this point, with Gladys unlocking his 
room, it was safe to say she had keys for all the locks in the 
house. He’d only be here a few more days at the most but 
he wanted to feel at least a small sense of security. He’d tell 
her today that she would inherit the house and he’d move 
back to Austin. He’d be safe after that. She’d have no 
reason to be angry with him then. 

Sneaking in through the front and up the stairs to his 
room, he could hear Gladys in the kitchen humming. She 
mopped the floor with the dummy tucked under one arm, 
dancing along with the radio. She heard the stairs creak in 
the ceiling above her. That meant Jason had returned from 
wherever he went. They hadn’t spoken much in the past 
few days and that was teeing her off. She was used to the 


closeness she’d had with his grandfather and compared to 
him, Jason was downright cold. Gladys decided she’d go 
and check on him. She put the broom aside. The doll sat on 
her hip as she went upstairs. Jason was up there in his 
doorway with a screwdriver and a new set of doorknobs. 

“What are you doing?” She asked painfully. 

“I’m putting on a new doorknob.” He looked up at her. 
He was caught. He had hoped she wouldn’t catch him 
putting the new one on but without missing a beat he 
began talking. “The other one was getting loose and fell off 
this morning.” 

“Oh, ok.” Gladys said with disbelief. The doll glared at 
Jason from her hip with a menacing smile. 

She was wearing that perfume again. It was a heavy 
scent that wafted inside Jason’s nostrils, and he wiggled his 
nose. “Hey, I actually need to talk to you about something.” 
Jason stopped what he was doing and smiled at her calmly. 

“What's going on?” Gladys was ready to argue, sure he 
was going to tell her to move out of the garage apartment. 

“You're inheriting the house.” 

Gladys’ mouth dropped open. Her arms let loose, and 
she caught the doll before dropping it, readjusting it on her 
hip. “What do you mean I'm inheriting the house?” 

“Just before my grandfather went into hospice he mailed 
a letter, changing the will. So, you'll be getting the house. 
Oh, and Todd. 

Gladys made a slightly confused look. 

This drained all of Jason’s hope that she would know 
who Todd was, but he asked anyway, already knowing the 
answer. “Do you know who Todd is?” 

“No.” Gladys shook her head, readjusting the doll. “I’ve 
never heard of him. Maybe he’s a relative.” 

“He’s an old friend of my grandpa. I’m trying to go visit 
him this week to tell him about the inheritance.” 

“Ok.” 


“The good news is you get the house. Well, half at least.” 
Jason smiled. 

“Aren’t you upset?” Gladys winced. 

“No. I’m not.” 

“Are you sure? I would be.” 

“No, I want to go back to Austin. I miss all my friends 
there.” 

“IT can see that.” She smiled, bouncing the doll on her 
waist. “I really can’t believe it. Your grandfather was a real 
nice man. We were very close.” 

Jason touched her shoulder. “I know. I’m sure ya’ll were 
best friends.” 

“We were.” 

Jason knelt down and began messing with the locks 
again. 

Gladys tried to get past him to get inside his room. He 
stood up and forced a smile. 

“I’m just gonna tidy up in here.” 

“Oh, no you don’t have to. I’ll clean it.” 

Gladys smiled wide and angry. “That’s wonderful. It’s 
time for you to clean your own room and_ take 
responsibility. You’re not a little boy, are you? It’s good for 
big boys to clean their own rooms. Your grandpa would be 
so proud of how you turned out.” She pinched his cheek. “I 
miss him so much.” 

“I’d like for you to take the rest of the day off. Have a 
day to relax.” 

Gladys grinned but it seemed fake and _ passive- 
aggressive. “Sounds good to me. Now that I don’t have to 
clean your room, I guess I have time.” She held the dummy 
out and kissed it. “We get the rest of the day off.” She said, 
returning it tight on her hip and went downstairs. 

Jason returned to working on the locks, struggling to 
hold the knobs and screwing the screws at just the right 
angle. He was on the last one and it wouldn’t line up. He’d 


have to start over. “Damn.” He said and began unscrewing 
that side. 

After loosening the whole thing, it came loose and fell to 
the floor. 

“Shit.” he said. That wasn’t supposed to happen. He’d 
have to start this whole thing all over again. His stomach 
grumbled, tight and stinging. 

Beyond annoyed, he needed a break and decided to give 
up on it for a while. Gladys was off for the day so luckily 
she would stay out of his room and he’d be right back 
anyways. He left to go get something to eat, maybe 
Whataburger. 
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A while later 


ladys was laying on top of the purple, ruffled covers 

of her bed. It took her no time at all to fall asleep into 

a blissful afternoon nap. A_ pillow snugged 
comfortably under the crook of her neck, her arm laid 
across the doll, hugging it. It stared up blankly, watching 
the fan blades whirring along the ceiling, waiting to slip 
away from her grip. After she snored for over ten minutes, 
the doll twisted and wiggled gently loose from her hug, left 
the small apartment, escaping down the steps and out into 
the quiet afternoon sun to hang out in the backyard. 
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ason had returned from his trip to Whataburger, 

eagerly munching an onion ring as he went up to watch 

tv. There was nothing on and he ate fast, scarfing down 
the cheeseburger, pickles, and tomato falling loose from it. 
He ate that too, pushing it in his mouth and wrapped up the 
greased, yellow wrapping, chucking it back in the bag. 
Took a sip of Coke and looked out the window. It seemed 
like it might rain. With the hot sun blazing down through 
black, bulging clouds, you couldn’t tell what the weather 
was going to do. Tired and stuffed, Jason returned to the 
damn doorknobs, struggling to hold them in place, 
perfectly aligned and he set the screws again. His mouth 
tasted like onion rings, and he took another sip of Coke. 

He could hear Nacho the dog barking at something 
outside, probably a squirrel or a opossum. The barking 
stopped after a while and Jason finally finished the locks, as 
all the screws were tightened, and he made sure his room 
could be locked and secured. With a deep satisfaction, he 
sighed and grabbed the trash off the floor. Then he checked 
his phone again. His eyes lit up. There was a new email. He 
opened it. 

It was the reply he had been waiting for. The assistant 
had him scheduled tomorrow for an appointment to meet 


Mr. Mooney. 
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acho sniffed the air. His little black ears perked up 

when something had come out from the garage and 

into the neighbor’s yard. The little dog could hear 
small footsteps along the grass over there and hurried over 
to the fence, nuzzling through the braided branches of 
jasmine vine, wagging his tail excitedly. He pressed his 
nose up into the cracks of the fence to look through and 
could see with one eye between the slats. The dummy was 
relaxing, loosening his bow tie around his thin neck and 
undoing a few buttons on his shirt, exposing his small, flat, 
nippeless chest. He laid back on a lawn chair. 

Nacho growled showing small, sharp, pointed teeth. He 
yanked his head upwards and howled. The dummy sat up 
and glared at him through the fence and then laid back 
down again. 

Nacho wagged his tail and started digging into the 
grass. He wanted to get under the fence, desperate to get 
over there and get that thing, shake it till it was dead. The 
doll looked blankly up into the hot afternoon sky. The sun 
came out from the clouds and beat down on him. Nacho 
gave up digging, shoved his snout into the crack of the 
fence, and took a big whiff of air. He barked. 


The dummy ignored it and enjoyed the big, black-bellied 
clouds passing overhead. The air changed and it seemed 
like it might start to rain. A cool wind blew through the 
yard, whipping the black, wiry hairs on Nacho’s back and 
the tips of his ears. He barked louder and up, a panicked 
yowl that reached farther and more annoying. The doll sat 
up and got off the lawn chair. He marched with short 
strides over to the fence. He looked in between the slats at 
the little terrier who was furious and shaking. Nacho 
wanted to bite him, showing his fangs and mashing his 
head into the wood, growling. 

The dummy grinned, his white and blue eyes focused 
and angry. “I’m coming over there fucko. Just you wait and 
see.” The doll reached out one little hand and then the 
next, grabbing what he could of the jasmine vine that hung 
over his side of the fence. He climbed up and to the top 
slowly. Nacho went wild and barked, and yowled, flashing 
his teeth as the doll came up and over. 
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bout an hour later, Jason went over to Brent’s and 
rang the doorbell. 

Brent was wearing his usual outfit, a brightly 
colored polo, some khaki cargo shorts, and sandals. “Hey, 
you haven’t seen Lil Nacho anywhere, have you?” 

“No. I heard him a while back. I think he was chasing 
something.” 

“Oh, ok. That rascal will come home when he’s ready. 
Come on in.” Brent smiled. 

They sat in the living room on separate brown leather, 
over-stuffed couches where they each had a beer. Jason 
swigged the first half of his happily. A few empty cans 
littered the coffee table along with half drank Perrier 
bottles. Jason guessed this wasn’t Brent’s first beer of the 
day. An old rerun of a college football game was playing on 
the tv. Judging by what the audience was wearing and the 
hairstyles, it looked like the 90s. Brent looked at it every 
once and a while but mostly he was eyeing the window to 
the backyard, hoping Nacho would come home already. 

Jason didn’t know this football game at all. Didn’t even 
recognize the uniforms or any of the players’ names. He 
didn’t watch sports much, let alone a specific college 


football game from thirty years ago. “Hey, I’m gonna go out 
of town tomorrow I think.” 

“Oh yeah where?” 

“I’m gonna go visit a friend of my grandpas.” 

“That’s cool.” 

“Yeah, the lawyer found a note from my grandpa that 
changes the will. It says this guy and the housekeeper 
inherit the house.” 

Brent looked at him sternly. “You’re kidding.” 

“Nope. And I got lucky cause I don’t want any of it.” 

“Man, that house is yours. You don’t have to give it up. I 
know a good lawyer we can call.” 

“No. No, it’s good. Really. I don’t want the house at all.” 

Brent widened his eyes. “Okay.” He said sarcastically. 

“Yeah, I’m happy to go back to Austin.” 

Brent got up from the couch and went to open the back 
door. “Well, if it were me, I’d fight for it.” 

“Yeah, I hear ya.” 

“Nacho Dude!” Brent yelled across the yard and clapped 
his hands. “Where’s that damn dog?” 

“IT saw him this morning I think.” 

“Yeah, me too. I’m not worried about him. He’ll come 
home soon.” Brent tried to act tough when he said this, but 
Jason could see plainly, he was worried about Lil Nacho. 
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ason awoke with the alarm at 5 am. He got up groggily 

and went to the bathroom yawning, where he took his 

time, peed, brushed his teeth, got dressed, took his pill. 
His backpack had been packed the night before and he 
grabbed the 9 am plane ticket he had printed. Left, locked 
the door and put the new key in the pocket of his bag. The 
house was completely dim, quiet, and peaceful but Jason 
was hyper-aware of every small sound. He could hear a 
clock ticking in the hallway and he searched vigilantly at 
the corners, shapes, and shadows of the house. The doll 
was at Glady’s apartment, he was sure, but the anxious 
feeling was there, rattling inside him. He went outside. 
With morning light just barely cresting over the golf 
course, and a mockingbird or two beginning to chirp, the 
Honda started and rolled out the driveway. 

Something was hot on the back of his head. It was that 
feeling. He knew someone was watching him. The car 
reached the street. Nerves pricked his skin, raising the hair 
on his arms with panicked electricity. Jason cocked his 
head. The house was a silhouette against the eerie baby 
blue sky, and there was a shadow of something short 
standing in his bedroom window, watching him as he drove 
away. 


The freeways were busier than he expected, surprised at 
how many people must head to work at this time before the 
sun was up. He hoped Mr. Mooney would be easy to talk to 
and he wondered if he should mention the dummy at all. 
Anything he would say would just sound crazy. How could 
he even bring it up, that the dummy seemed to be different 
somehow? Alive maybe. With Jason’s history, he had had to 
be very careful of what he said to people. Getting locked up 
somewhere in some looney bin was not that far off, and 
that’s not where he wanted to end up. 

The airport was long lines and rolling luggage. After 
getting to his gate, there was time to spare before boarding 
and he flipped through his cellphone and ambled to a 
Starbucks to get a cookie or something and his regular iced 
espresso. When he boarded and the plane took off, he 
watched a documentary he downloaded last night on 
Netflix, but he could barely follow it with his short attention 
span. Instead of waking him up, the coffee had just made 
him more anxious. When they landed, he went to the rental 
car area, annoyed that he barely had any money in his 
account. The trust would kick in soon and he’d be fine, but 
things were tight. Thank god, he didn’t need to pay rent for 
his apartment anymore. That was all the money he was 
using for this trip. He got the car, it was a Chevy Spark, an 
economy rental. 

Branson was having gloomy weather. It was drizzling 
and clouds roamed low above the city, ready for a 
downpour. Aside from that, it seemed to be a fun place to 
live. It had tons and tons of attractions. And there were 
some marques with brightly lit signs. The rolling hills 
stretched out in front of him as he made his way down the 
highway to Mooney’s house. 

As he got closer, the anxiety was kicking in. He was sure 
this would be an awkward meeting at the least and wished 
he could comfort himself somehow before going over there. 
He wanted to hear a familiar voice. He got out his phone 


and called his roommate in Austin. He gripped the steering 
wheel, his nerves catching him by surprise. 

Danny answered the phone. “Hey man how’s it going? 
I’ve been meaning to call you.” 

“Hey. Things are good. I’m actually in Branson right 
now. I’m visiting someone.” 

“Cool. Cool.” 

“How are things there?” The nerves were getting the 
best of him. He just wanted to be honest with someone. 

“Pretty good. I’m headed to work soon. What about 
you?” 

Jason wanted to feel better about this whole weird 
situation. And he trusted Danny. So, he relaxed, exhaled. 
“Hey, can I tell you something?” 

Danny listened closely. “Yeah, what’s up? You sound a 
little shaky.” 

“Yeah, I am.” 

“What’s going on dude?” 

“T don’t know. I think I might be having a nervous 
break.” As Jason said it his mouth went dry. He was 
relieved but also embarrassed. He waited for Danny to 
respond who was taking his time in saying anything. 
“Hello?” Jason said. 

“Do you have missing time or are you acting weird? 

Jason thought about that morning he woke up with his 
feet muddy. And had he been acting strangely? He couldn’t 
know. But he decided not to mention any of that. “No, I 
don’t have any missing time or anything like that.” He lied, 
wondering if Danny could hear it. “Things are just really 
weird and stressful here?” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, this housekeeper still lives at my grandpa’s house 
and she’s crazy and she’s like always on me at the house. 
Like I have no privacy.” Jason thought about the doll but 
didn’t mention it. “And the house is super creepy. And” 


“Yeah, I bet. It’s probably got a lot of old creepy stuff 
there.” 

“Yeah. You have no idea.” 

“So, you’re super stressed out over there?” 

“Yeah. It’s super stressful.” 

“T bet. That sucks.” Danny sounded like he wanted to get 
off the phone. 

“So, is my room still free? I really wanna head back. I 
don’t like this house my grandpa left.” There was a long 
pause. Jason cleared his throat. “Hello?” 

“Actually Jason. I don’t think now’s a good time. It 
sounds like you’re going through a lot and it sounds like 
you need a lot of space to you know. To deal with that.” 

“Ok.” Jason’s eyes welted. “I could pay more in rent. I’m 
gonna be doing really well soon with the trust and all. I 
could pay like for all the utilities. 

Danny let out a long sigh. “We’ll see. Come back to 
Austin and maybe in six months we can see how 
everything’s going.” 

Jason seethed. “Ok sounds good.” 

“Alright, man. I gotta get going.” 

“Ok cool.” 

Danny hung up. 

Jason was about to cry but didn’t. The embarrassment 
cascaded inside him. He shouldn’t have said any of that. He 
should have just asked to move back. He messed it up. 
“Fuck.” he whispered. 


63 


ladys was sitting on the bench in the backyard, 

enjoying the sunshine, the doll slumped, leaning up 

against her chest, was snuggly fixed on her arm. She 
stared blankly at the trees, smiling, looking at the oak by 
the edge of the golf course. She sat there mumbling to 
herself for a while, smiling and gawking. 

Next door, Brent was combing over his backyard, and 
the pool area, looking for Nacho everywhere. He whistled a 
few times, but nothing stirred from the bushes to greet 
him. He was really worried now. This had never happened 
before. Brent peeked over the fence, hoping Nacho would 
be there in the Nguyen’s yard, maybe messing around with 
a scrap of food or sunbathing. He pushed through the gate 
and when he saw it was only Gladys, sitting on the bench 
with that doll, his heart sank. He swallowed his pride and 
called over, politely, “Hey Gladys.” 

She looked over at him. “Oh, hello Brent! How are you 
doing?” She said in a friendly tone. 

When he walked through the yard and over to her, he 
noticed what she was wearing. It was tight spandex pants 
and a cheetah print crop top that exposed her wrinkled 
belly. She had on bright pink lipstick and heavy blue eye 
shadow. He hardly recognized her. And seeing an older 


woman dressed like that with that much makeup was 
confusing. He swallowed. “I’m good. Hey, have you seen my 
little dog, Nacho?” 

Gladys looked around dramatically, putting her hand 
over her eyes and craning her head, showing off her fresh 
manicure. The long, hot pink nails matched her lipstick. 

The doll perched on her arm faced Brent, smiling wide 
with that missing tooth. Brent wanted to yank that thing 
right off her arm and throw it across the yard. 

Gladys said. “Nope haven’t seen him.” She smiled wide, 
showing her teeth. 

This made Brent furious, but he remained calm, at least 
on the outside. “If you see him, please let me know. He’s 
been missing since last night.” 

“Oh, no.” Gladys mocked. “Are you scared your little 
doggy got eaten by some cayotes?” 

Brent tried to stay calm but inside he was boiling. “Well, 
it’s possible.” 

Gladys smiled at him so wide her gums were showing. 
The doll’s legs dangled over her elbow and seemed to kick 
childishly with every one of her movements. “Don’t be such 
a pussy.” She beamed and tilted her head to the side. “Oh, 
did your doggy go missing? Big deal! It’s a dumb little 
doggy anyways.” 

Brent’s face went red. He shoved his hands deep in his 
pockets and turned to leave. Gladys giggled into her palm 
watching him go. The sound made his ears flare as he 
marched out of the yard and slammed the wooden gate 
closed behind him. The cool breeze fluttered the crimson 
hairs on the doll’s head, and they turned, focusing on the 
oak tree again. 

For a while, Gladys and the dummy sat there watching 
the golfers through the edge of the trees. Then she faced 
the dummy and slid her fingers across his suspenders, 
stretching and playing with them. She opened her mouth in 
a long, hot pink oval, kissing it on its teeth, smearing her 


lipstick. The doll winced and wiggled off of her arm. Gladys 
felt dizzy and wobbled up to stand. Her head bobbing to the 
side with vertigo. “I think I need something to eat. My 
blood sugar feels like it’s getting low.” 

She left the yard, went inside to the kitchen, and flicked 
on the tiny tv. Nancy Grace was on and she listened to that 
while she heated up a can of Campbell’s soup in the 
microwave for lunch. 

Brent saw her go inside and peeked over the fence. She 
had left that damn doll outside on the bench. His cheeks 
flushed with rage. Brent hurried and huffing shoved 
through the gate and went to the bench, where he stood 
over the doll and unzipped his pants. He peed. A hot stream 
of urine soaked the doll’s torso. He focused the stream on 
the bowtie, drooping it. 

Brent sneered his lips. “Don’t be such a pussy.” He 
mocked in a childish voice. “Is your little doggy missing? 
Dumb bitch.” When Brent finished and he was satisfied, he 
kicked the doll over and it fell off the bench face down. 
Brent chuckled and ran across the lawn through the gate 
and closed it, all before Gladys came back outside. 
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In Branson 


ason was still really edgy and tense. The call to Danny 

made him feel even worse. He focused on the road, his 

phone telling him the directions, but a nauseous 
feeling was bubbling in his stomach. It was nerves, 
something he was almost used to, but it never felt good. He 
drove the rental car feeling sorry for himself, trying to 
figure out where he’d move. He’d leave Houston and go 
back to Austin and rent an apartment on his own, and he 
could call the lawyer and ask for an advance on the trust. 
Maybe that would work. He arrived at Mooney’s just before 
the appointment time. It was a five-story apartment 
building with a lake behind it, full of ducks and a few 
joggers circling around the edges. It was a calming scene. 
Jason relaxed a little and went through his backpack. He 
pulled out the photograph and the manila folder, opening it, 
looked down at the paper the lawyer had faxed to him. He 
stared at it. His grandpa’s deteriorating handwriting that 
stated that the house goes to Todd and the housekeeper. He 
held the old photo. That terrible doll, Mr. Mooney, Todd 


back then, and his grandpa from a long, long time ago. He 
flipped it to read the back again. Todd & Mr. Bubblegum, 
Herman 60’ 

He wondered how Mr. Mooney would react to it. He’d 
probably like it. People liked looking at old photos. Jason 
returned it and the folder to his bag and put on a brave 
face, got out of the car, and looked at his reflection in the 
driver’s side window. He was alright. He could do this. And 
Danny sucked. Danny was an asshole. The phone call 
wasn’t that bad after all. He’d just go get his own 
apartment, that’s all. That would be fine. He forced a smile, 
watching his reflection. This is gonna be fine. 

He walked up the sidewalk to the entrance and headed 
inside the apartment building. It was impressive, newly 
built, and upper class. Jason had never been in one this 
nice. A doorman at the entrance said Mr. Mooney was 
expecting him, this was after he had to hand over his 
driver’s license to get copied, something he had never had 
to do before. He took the elevator to the fifth floor and 
went down a long hall. 

For the most part, all the apartment doors looked the 
same. But they all had something to make them stand out. 
There were doormats. Mostly rustic, and a few humorous. 
One said, “go away.” Other apartments had a brightly 
colored wreath to mark them as unique, something to make 
it easier to find the place. Mr. Mooney’s apartment didn’t 
have anything in front of it, unlike everyone else’s. 

Jason did notice something was different though. There 
was a Small hole in the center of the door at his knees. 
Jason bent down to look at it. It was a peephole. 

“What the fuck.” Jason sighed, turning to look at the 
next unit over. It didn’t have one. It had a peephole where 
you’d expect, at eye level, but not a second where his shins 
were. He took a few steps back and looked at another. It 
was the same. And another. The same. None of them had 
this peephole near the bottom. Jason shook his head. This 


was weird. He knocked reluctantly, wondering if he should 
just leave. Someone came and Jason could feel the floor 
moving next to him. Someone was looking through the 
door. He saw the top peephole go dim, but no one said 
anything. Mr. Mooney was looking at him now, that was 
obvious. The peephole went light again, and the floor 
creaked. 

The bottom peephole darkened; Jason could hear 
someone moving behind the door. He knocked again, 
politely. The floor shifted again under his feet. There were 
beeps of buttons being pushed, disarming an alarm, and 
the door unlocked and opened. 

Mr. Mooney was a little disheveled with a strand of long 
grey hair in his face that he put behind his ear. He looked 
like an old Frank Zappa, very gaunt, with sunken 
cheekbones and _ eyes, which were _ plumb-colored 
underneath. His beard was unkempt but not too long, 
shoulder-length hair frizzed out on his head, pulled back in 
a loose ponytail. Maybe he hadn’t bathed in a week, but the 
purple and white polka dot shirt he wore was crisply ironed 
and the contrast of the clothes and the man wearing them 
was shocking. Jason had a pain inside and instantly felt 
sorry for him. 

“Come on in.” The man said, looking around the hall. He 
was jittery but his voice was soft and kind. 

As Jason entered the apartment, he was hit with the 
smell of cat shit. When Mr. Mooney brushed against his 
shoulder looking out into the hallway, Jason took the 
opportunity to quickly glance around. There were a few 
moving boxes, opened but not unpacked yet, lined up along 
the wall and tucked under a dining table. Lots and lots of 
knick-knacks, toys, and vintage figurines cluttered the 
shelves and coffee table, and countertops. There was a 
litterbox, spilling over with brown and grey clumps of litter 
hiding under the kitchen table. 


The decor was a mix of new stuff and stuff that looked 
like it was from the seventies. On a small, flimsy desk there 
was an ancient computer, tinted yellow. Maybe it was 
twenty years old. He wondered how it was still running. 
There was a cord coming from behind it for dial-up. Jason 
huffed a laugh. Mooney didn’t notice. The couch in the 
living room was pink velvet, like a grandma’s couch and 
there was a green wingback chair. Aside from those 
eccentric pieces, everything else was not notable. The 
coffee table was wooden and bland, like one you’d get for 
cheap at a garage sale. The apartment was cluttered but 
not in an annoying way. It was interesting. The more Jason 
looked the more there was to be seen. 

The pictures on the walls were mostly of famous people, 
like Michael Jackson from the 90s and some country music 
star he couldn’t remember the name of. There was a child 
star, all grown up, holding a balloon dog in one hand and a 
toddler hanging off his arm. Mr. Mooney was in some 
garish costume, his hair darker than now. Less lines on his 
face and those purple marks under his eyes were hardly 
there. There were more photos, most of the people he 
didn’t recognize and there was the one in the nicest frame 
with President Carter, maybe taken in the 80’s it looked 
like. Mr. Mooney’s arm wrapped around him, grinning. 

It was obvious he took pride in his work and in each 
photo his smile was wide and excited, eyes gleaming with 
pure joy. This was a fun guy. 

Mr. Mooney leaned back inside and with a few quick 
motions, seemingly choreographed, he shut the door, 
locked two locks, and then pulled shut an iron gate which 
Jason hadn’t noticed before and with a loud clank against 
the wall it was instantly locked. 

Ice shocked through Jason’s spine and prickled along his 
scalp. Was he locked in this house with this man? 

Mr. Mooney gave a painful smile. “Can’t be too careful. I 
like to feel secure. I hope you don’t mind.” 


“It’s fine.” Jason tried not to wince, but his face felt 
numb, and he couldn’t tell what it was doing. The 
awkwardness was palpable. 

Mr. Mooney offered him a drink. “Can I get you an iced 
tea? Lemonade?” He went into the kitchen. 

“No, but thank you.” 

The house looked stuffy and Jason, unable to stop 
thinking about that locked gate, was starting to feel the 
walls pushing into the room, he decided to sit on the couch, 
flamingo pink velvet, very girly and as he sunk into it, he 
saw a bowl of candy on the coffee table, which was 
cluttered with loose papers, magazines, and messy 
newspapers. 

The bowl was not a normal bowl. It was the most fun 
candy bowl he’d ever seen and he kind of wanted to steal it. 
This thought was very amusing because it was a rare 
feeling, one he only got when he really, really liked 
something. It was a brown circus bear, standing on a ball, 
that was the base of it. And the bear held the bowl that had 
the candy in it. And the candy wasn’t anything he’d 
recognized. It was vintage looking and as he plucked two 
from the bowl he was mesmerized by the curly script. It 
read. Mooney’s Taffy in whimsical lettering. He looked at 
something else that was licorice or chocolate, he couldn’t 
be sure. And the script was the same. It said Mooney’s 
Coco Milk Balls in those winding letters. 

Mr. Mooney was rustling in the fridge. “Do you want a 
beer or a water?” 

Jason changed his mind, deciding he did want the 
lemonade. “I’ll take a lemonade I guess.” 

“Greeeaaaatt!” Mooney’s voice danced. 

Mooney got a pitcher from the fridge and two glasses 
from the cabinet. Jason could hear him cracking ice out of 
ice cube trays and pocketed the candy for later. There was 
a bowl of matches too that read Mooney’s Balloonys with 


Mr. Mooney’s face, a zany cartoon version, as the logo. 
“Hey, these are really cool.” 

Mr. Mooney came over, the ice clinking in the glasses. 
Handed Jason one, sat down in the green wingback chair 
and crossed his legs comfortably. “Here, take some gum.” 
He said, pointing at the candy dish Jason was so fond of. 

Jason dug in the bowl, pulling out something wrapped in 
hot pink and baby blue paper. 

“T’ll take one too.” Mooney said reaching over towards 
Jason and plucked one from the dish. 

Jason unwrapped it. it was swirled pink and blue, he 
popped it in his mouth, surprised, it was wonderful. “Wow, 
what is this?” he chewed. 

“You like it? I made it myself. It’s cotton candy and 
blueberry.” 

“You made it?” Jason’s eyes lit up, his mouth watering. 

“Yeah, we sell our own candy. I mean I don’t make it, but 
I have people who do.” Mooney blew an impressive lilac 
bubble, popping it loudly. 

Jason tried but only got a medium-sized bubble. Mr. 
Mooney grinned. Saliva trickled down one side of his chin. 
Jason didn’t say anything and tried not to stare at the old 
man. 

“T can make you a balloon animal.” 

“Oh, I can’t” 

“Nonsense. It’s nothing.” Mooney bent down reaching 
under the coffee table, pulling out a paper bag full of 
balloons. “I can make an elephant. Wanna see?” 

Jason grinned. He did want the balloon animal. 

Mr. Mooney could see the enthusiasm and with that he 
lit up, raising his voice. “Ok one elephant coming right up!” 
He inhaled, popping all the cords in his scrawny neck, 
puckered his lips, and blew into the balloon. The small, 
dangly piece of green rubber grew into a giant fat worm of 
air. He had inflated it all the way with just one breath. And 
with his hands twisting around hypnotically with tight little 


movements of the wrist, the squeaking tube balloon began 
to have joints and angles. The puffy lime green elephant 
had ears and a belly, and fat puffy legs. Mooney pulled a 
sharpie marker from nowhere. Maybe he had been holding 
it all along. 

He bit the cap off happily, grinning between his teeth, he 
said. “Now that’s what I call an elephant.” He dotted the 
eyes in no time and put little toes on the feet. “Oh shit.” He 
whispered. 

Jason noticed it too at this moment. The elephant had no 
trunk. “It’s ok.” Jason gleamed with joy. I like it fine. It’s 
great.” He reached for it. 

“No, it’s not finished.” Mooney said. Standing and 
leaning towards him. “You have something of mine.” 

“What?” Jason said meekly. 

“IT need what’s in your pocket.” Mooney pointed to the 
pocket of Jason’s T-shirt. 

Jason nervously put his fingers inside the front of his 
shirt and touched something soft. His eyes went wild as he 
pulled out a small dangly lime green balloon. 

Mr. Mooney yanked it from his fingers. “Much 
appreciated.” And blew into it with one giant breath. The 
balloon expanded into a long green tube. Mooney squeaked 
the balloon, tying it together with the face of the elephant, 
and marked the tip of it with the sharpie to make two 
nostrils. “There you are.” He gleamed handing it to Jason. 

Jason felt light and elated, grinning from ear to ear. 
“Thank you!” his eyes danced. 

Mr. Mooney sat back in the chair, amused with himself. 
“What kind of reporter are you? Is it a newspaper or 
magazine?” 

“T ugh.” Jason was confused. 

Mooney took the gum from his mouth and picked up his 
lemonade and had a few sips. “Doesn’t really matter. The 
season is a little slow for me so I’m happy to get any 
coverage.” 


Jason held the elephant out in front of him, he put it 
down on the floor, squeaking it with his hands. “Well, no 
I’m not a reporter.” 

“My assistant said you had some questions for me.” 
Mooney snapped his long fingers. “Oh, you’re not with the 
Travel Bureau. Oh right. That’s next week.” He slapped his 
hand down on the coffee table, rummaging through a pile 
of loose papers, pulling out a tattered planner. “Let me look 
at my scheduler.” 

Jason sat there awkwardly, hoping he’d see _ their 
appointment in there somewhere. 

Mooney flipped through the pages, some looked like 
they were about to fall out. “Party.” He slid his long finger 
along the lines of the page. “Party, party.” A neon post-it 
note fluttered out. He grabbed it and tucked it back in. 
“This thing’s a mess.” He looked back up at Jason. “I’m 
sorry why are you here?” 

Jason smiled uneasily, it looked more like a wince. “I’m 
here for personal reasons.” He said, reaching down. “I'll 
just show you this first.” He pulled the photograph from his 
backpack and handed it to him. 

Mr. Mooney’s eyes showed recognition. “Wow, wow, 
wow.” His lip started to shake a little and he started 
blinking a lot. It didn’t look like a good reaction. “This was 
from a long time ago.” 

“You're inheriting a house.” 

“T’m what?” Mr. Mooney gave him a puzzled look. 

“My grandfather named you in the inheritance to split 
all the property, with the housekeeper. So, you get the 
house. Well, half the house I guess.” Jason smiled. 

“Ok. That’s shocking.” He nervously handed back the 
photo. “How did you find me?” 

“T just looked you up online. See it says on the back of 
the photo. Your name is there so I just looked you up.” 
Jason showed Mooney the back of the photo. Mooney 
nodded his head. He didn’t look happy. The smile was gone 


and his whole face seemed to be deflated and sagging 
downward. Jason didn’t want to make eye contact and so he 
stared at the circus bear candy bowl. 

“Well, I don’t want any of my information online. So that 
is not ok that you found me there. I don’t put any of my 
information online.” 

Jason could see where this was going and looked more 
closely at Mooney’s face. The wrinkles were deep, eyes 
were a muted blue color like faded ink, and puffy rings 
pillowed underneath them. Mr. Mooney was old. Very old. 
And old people don’t understand how the internet works or 
what it is. This conversation was going to go absolutely 
nowhere so Jason just nodded his head in agreement. Mr. 
Mooney seemed to like this, and his confidence grew a 
little. He stood up from the wingback and returned to the 
kitchen plucking a phone from the wall. Jason couldn’t help 
but laugh a little, he hadn’t seen someone use a house 
phone in a long time. 

Mr. Mooney poked his head out of the kitchen. “I’m 
sorry but I’ve gotta call my assistant. It won’t take long. I’m 
not mad at you but I need to take care of this right now.” 

“That’s fine I completely understand.” Jason spat out the 
gum to have some lemonade. He was so thirsty he drank 
the whole thing. He stood and listened to Mr. Mooney talk 
to his assistant and got another piece of gum. This one was 
banana-flavored. He popped a bubble, much more 
impressive this time. He wanted to look around some more 
so while Mr. Mooney was on the phone he wandered 
around the living room, looking at the posters mostly and 
admiring the view outside. They were on the fifth floor and 
from there you could see the lake surrounded by hickory 
trees. It was extremely soothing. 

A black cat came from the hall, flittering its tail, and 
rubbed against Jason’s leg. He bent down to pet it and the 
cat laid on his back. His tag said, Melvin. Jason tried to rub 
his belly but when he did the cat got scared and ran off, 


back down the hall, going to some mystery room. Jason 
wondered what the rest of the apartment looked like. 
“IT need it taken down today................. Well, call 


Jason returned the gum to his mouth and looked out the 
windows. The one with the fire escape had bars over it and 
the rest didn’t, showing a clear unmitigated view of the 
lake behind the apartments. 

“Do you want me to write a letter?......... ccc ecceceeeeees 
Do you think that’s best?” Mooney had wound the phone 
cord around him and was now trying to step out of it. “Ok, 


what’s the BOUTOSS? vivweeieesesontvousaebnes 
VOS ii ci aiscarinecrentaasierasaans I need it sent out 
LOGY Soest edavasana sateen Ok, wait I need a pen.” 


Jason looked at the fire escape wondering why anyone 
would put bars on these windows specifically, and then he 
saw the nails. They sprigged out like metal blades of grass. 
About four at each corner of the windowsill, not able to be 
hammered down, were poking out in every direction. Jason 
wondered if nailing it down had worked at all. 

“That picture was Online tO0?.............cccccceceeeeees Get it 
OT pasoccaneerencene I need it off today.” Mr. Mooney was 
getting more frustrated. 

Jason stared at the sprigs of nails and with curiosity too 
much to contain, he reached out to the window and tried to 
pull it up. To his amusement, the nails did work holding the 
window down. It was unmovable. He looked at all the other 
windows. No others were nailed closed, no bars. Why 
would he want the window to the fire escape nailed shut 
and barred? What if there was a fire? 

Mooney hung up the phone and Jason walked back over 
to the couch nonchalantly, hands in his pockets. 

Mooney stomped back to the living room. “I got the 
address to Google and I’m gonna write a nasty letter today. 
They never got my permission to put my information 
online.” 


Jason nodded. Mr. Mooney sat down in the wingback, 
huffing. He took a big sip of lemonade. “I’m not mad that 
you’re here. Please don’t misunderstand I just don’t put my 
information online.” 

“T understand completely.” 

“Tt’s not right!” 

Jason looked back at the windowsill. “You’ve got such a 
nice view.” 

“Yeah, it sure is wonderful, especially when the sun 
comes up. Boy that’s a nice view. I love living here.” 

“How long have you been here?” Jason asked looking at 
the boxes under the dinner table. 

Mr. Mooney turned around. “Oh, yeah sorry it’s such a 
mess.” 

“Tt isn’t.” 

“IT move around a lot. Don’t like to stay somewhere too 
long, that’s for sure.” 

Jason looked back at the window. He couldn’t help it. Mr. 
Mooney caught him and knew what he was thinking. “This 
place is very secure. And I like it that way.” 

Jason pushed a friendly smile. “It sure is.” Why is the 
fucking window nailed shut? Why are there bars on the 
windows? Jason opened his mouth with hesitation to speak 
but couldn’t help it. “I’m sorry to ask but I have to. Why are 
there bars on the windows?” 

Mooney’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Not all of 
them” He pointed to the other windows. “But the one by 
the fire escape.” He looked down. “I’m scared of people 
coming up I guess.” There was pain in his eyes. 

Jason looked away. “Has that happened before?” 

“No, but it always could.” Mooney’s eyes glittered “I 
know it’s odd, but I just like to feel secure.” Mr. Mooney 
finished his lemonade and crunched some ice in his teeth. 
“Your grandpa and I were good friends.” 

Jason was fine changing the subject. In fact, it was a 
great relief. “I didn’t really know him well. I hadn’t seen 


him in a long time.” 

Mooney unwrapped another piece of gum and put it in 
his mouth. “That happens. Family isn’t always close.” 

“So how did you know my grandpa? 

Mooney’s shoulders tightened a little and he took a long 
sigh, trying to relax. “He’d come to Branson a lot for 
business.” He chewed harder. Foam began collecting on the 
corners of his lips. “And he came to my shows a few times 
and we liked to gamble a lot, so he has a lot of my stuff that 
I lost in bets. He was fun to gamble with.” 

“What kind of stuff? Maybe I’ve seen it. He has a poker 
closet at the house full of cool things.” 

Mr. Mooney was noticeably more anxious. He stared out 
the window for a moment, seeming to collect his thoughts. 
He spoke in a calmer tone. “Well let’s see. There was an 
Elvis jacket.” 

“Oh, that was yours? So, is it a real Elvis jacket?” 

“Yeah of course. I knew Elvis.” Mooney popped a bubble 
and pointed a stretched finger up to a photo over the 
mantel Jason hadn’t seen. It was Elvis from the ’60s, his 
arm around Mooney and a monkey on his shoulder. 

“Oh, wow.” 

“Yep. And he won some Frank Sinatra tickets from me.” 
Mooney counted on his fingers. “A candy bowl he liked.” 

“Like this one?” Jason pointed to the circus bear. 

“No, it was carnival glass. Green. And let’s see. What 
else did I lose playing with him?” He laughed. “He was 
really good at poker.” 

“Did you give him your dummy?” 

Mooney’s face went paper-white and collapsed. The 
smile fell into a lax frown. “Yes. That was mine. He won it.” 

“He still has that at the house.” 

“He does?” Mooney tucked his head down. They sat still 
for a moment. 

“What else did he win from you?” 


Mooney perked up a bit and he tried to force a smile. 
“Well, I can’t remember much else. I won stuff from him 
too. But he mostly gambled with money.” Moony paused. 
“Paid for a bunch of my vacations. He was a really fun guy. 
We went a few places together.” 

Jason blew a small yellow bubble. 

“Colorado. Florida” 

“Who was better at poker?” 

“Oh, he was!” Mooney smiled. 

Jason figured it was time to get to business. He leaned 
down to his backpack. “So let me show you this. My 
grandfather wrote this and sent it to his lawyer just before 
he died.” Jason pulled out the manilla file, got the paper 
out, a little embarrassed about his grandpa’s handwriting. 
He put it on top of the file and tried to give it to Mooney. 

“Hold on.” Mooney put up one hand “I’m not gonna 
accept any property from your granddad’s estate.” 

“Why not? Don’t you want it? The house is worth a lot of 
money.” Jason dropped the file on the table in front of him. 

“T can’t take it.” Mooney shook his head adamantly. 

Jason thought about this for a moment, rolling the gum 
in his mouth. It was worry and then relief. “That’s ok. If you 
don’t want it, I guess it all goes to the housekeeper so that 
works out.” 

“You’re not listed to inherit anything?” 

“I’m getting a trust fund, but I don’t want any property.” 

Mr. Mooney squinted at him, trying to see what he was 
thinking. “I think I understand.” 

At this moment Jason knew that Mr. Mooney knew. The 
doll. They were both scared of the doll. And neither of them 
wanted it. Mr. Mooney picked up the file to hand it back 
and glanced down at it as Jason reached. Mooney stared at 
the paper. 

Jason’s cheeks went red with embarrassment. “My 
grandpa had bad handwriting towards the end but that’s 


legally binding. The house and property are yours if you 
want it.” 

Mr. Mooney didn’t speak. He just stared at the paper. 
His mouth hung open, the piece of purple gum poking out. 
He was perfectly still. Jason stood up, leaned over, and 
pointed at the name “Todd” scribbled on the paper. “See it 
says you inherit half the property.” 

Mr. Mooney’s eyes glinted. The corners of his lips were 
foamy white. “I’m not Todd. I’m Mr. Bubblegum.” 
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Brent, the neighbor 


B rent was trying to chill. All last night he had been up, 
unable to sleep, worried about Nacho, deciding he’d 

probably make some flyers today and start looking for 
him. He had found a good photo to use for the flyer and 
would pay a $500 reward. That should be enticing enough. 
He’d get in his car and drive the neighborhood and all the 
spots they liked to walk. But first, he wanted to relax. He 
never liked being anxious and he didn’t consider it to be 
productive. Being anxious was bad luck even. If he had any 
chance of finding Nacho, he’d have to be in a good mood 
with a positive outlook. The best remedy to calm himself 
was a long dip in the pool. So that’s what he did. 

He had his Hawaii swim shorts on, a little snug against 
his protruding beer belly, feet dangling in the water as he 
lay sunbathing on a lime green floatie. It had a drink holder 
with half a beer in it, sweat dripping down the can and 80’s 
new wave played in his headphones. The sound of the 
waterfall lulled him to relax and the hot sun beat down on 


him, as he brushed his hands through the serene blue 
water. 

The dummy was in an upstairs bathroom. His bow tie 
had been soggy with urine, and he took it off, washed it in 
the sink, scrubbed it with soap, and rung it out. He still 
smelled like piss and his clothes would need to be dry 
cleaned. He washed himself off as best he could manage 
and used a paper towel to pat himself dry. He put the bow 
tie back on his neck, unsatisfied with how grimy it was. 
Something caught his attention out the window. Brent was 
in the pool. 

The dummy mumbled to himself. He left the bathroom 
and went downstairs, slow with short, angry steps, and 
then came outside to the backyard. He stomped along the 
grass and a squirrel pranced past him. He tried to kick it. 
At the fence, he peeked between the slats where he could 
see Brent floating in the pool. He went further along the 
fence. And came to the shared gate where he struggled to 
reach the latch. His little arm stretched, fingers pointing 
but unable to reach. He had to jump to grab it. It came 
loose. The dummy pushed against the gate with everything 
he had. Huffing, it wobbled open, the grass catching along 
the bottom, making it hard to maneuver. 

He mumbled, toddling through the lawn. “Fuck you, 
Brent. Piss on me, asshole.” He came to where the tips of 
his tiny loafers hung over the edge of the pool. Brent had 
his eyes closed, listening to Erasure’s “Always” on full 
blast. He drifted closer to the dummy, who loomed over the 
water, smiling. 

The dummy reached into his pocket and pulled out the 
pocketknife, flipping it open gleefully. The slim blade 
flickered a line on the water. He leaned out as far as he 
could, ready to stab down over and over. He started the 
motions, his arm almost reaching Brent as he floated closer. 
Brent put one hand in the water and splashed himself in 
the other direction. 


“Fuck! Mother fucker! Fucking bitch!” The dummy 
growled, stabbing down. He chased Brent a few steps 
across the pool, but Brent was floating too far away from 
the edge and the dummy couldn’t reach him. Brent wiggled 
his toes in the water, enjoying how cool it was, and wiped 
his face. He opened his eyes for a moment, looking up at 
the blue sky, a few clouds overhead. The trees were 
swaying a little with a cool breeze and “Relax” by Frankie 
Goes to Hollywood came on the headphones. He closed his 
eyes and smiled, loosening his shoulders and _ joints, 
enjoying the serene breeze gliding across him. 

The dummy stood at the other end of the pool, batting 
his arms wildly in a fit. “You fucking cunt!” He pointed the 
blade and lost his balance, pivoting forward. He shifted his 
weight and went sideways, almost going into the water. He 
stood up nervously and went still for a moment. His lip 
twitched with anger, and he darted his eyes around the 
backyard. “Bitch.” 

He walked off, huffing, stabbing the air. He wandered 
the yard and decided to go into Brent’s garage and see 
what he could find, slamming the door behind him. 

Brent sat up in the lime-colored recliner floatie, he had 
heard something. “Nacho! Here boy!” Brent looked around 
confused, he thought he heard a dog bark. Maybe it wasn’t 
a dog barking. “Lil Nacho!” He clapped his hands as loud 
as he could. 

Inside Brent’s garage, the dummy ambled past the 
orange Lamborghini, looking through boxes. He picked up 
a lightweight fishing pole and dropped it on the floor. There 
was a toolbox that he couldn’t reach, even when he used a 
bucket to stand on top of. There was a chainsaw. Chuckling 
to himself he touched it, gripping the handle. He pulled up 
with his tiny legs and he could feel the plastic joints in his 
knees and arms giving way. The chainsaw wouldn’t budge 
from its position on the floor. It was too heavy. “Fuck! Cock 
sucker!” 


He couldn’t even lift it. He looked up to the wall. It was 
littered with tools. All kinds. There was a hoe, hanging in 
the corner. He picked it up, swatting it around, falling onto 
his butt. He dropped it and kept looking. 

In the pool, after guzzling the rest of his beer and eyeing 
the perimeter of the yard, Brent decided he hadn’t heard 
Lil Nacho barking at all. Disappointed, he splashed some 
water in his face to cool off, laid back down on the floatie, 
and closed his eyes. In his headphones, the song switched 
to “Wake Me Up Before You Go-go.” 

The garage door flung open. The doll came out wearing 
orange arm floaties he had found, and very slowly with 
short stiff, footsteps, made his way back to the edge of the 
pool. Brent whispered along with the music. He wiggled his 
feet, propelling the floatie with little splashes to the center 
of the pool. The dummy snarled and flipped the pocket 
knife open. The blade gleamed in the hot sun. He jumped 
into the water, going under, splashing only a few small 
waves. Underneath the water he kicked his thin legs, the 
loafers almost coming loose off his tiny feet. He floated 
upwards and crested the top of the water. His thin red 
bangs combed to the side in a perfect part on his head. 

Brent reached a wall on the other side of the pool and 
kicked himself away from it. The dummy slowly paddled his 
way over in that direction. The orange floaties kept his 
arms up, head above water, his little loafers flapping under 
him. 

Brent whispered the lyrics. “Waaake meeee up. Before 
you go-go” patted his hands against the water, with the 
beat of the music. 

The doll reached out and grabbed onto the back of 
Brent’s floatie. 

He grinned. “I’m gonna fucking kill you.” 

Brent took the headphones off and looked around. He 
thought he heard something again. Nothing was there. He 


put the headphones back on closed his eyes and patted the 
water to the rhythm. 

The dummy tried to climb to the side of the floatie but 
couldn’t and instead bobbed along the bottom of it. 

Brent could feel the floatie moving and opened his eyes. 
He tried to get comfortable, adjusting himself. He reached 
behind him and pulled it to the side a little behind his head. 
The doll swung his arm wildly with the blade, missing 
Brent’s hand, catching the backend of the floatie, piercing 
a small hole. 

The plastic pinhole made a soft “pshhhhhhhhh” sound as 
air spurted out of it, making tiny bubbles in the water. 
Brent was sinking a little. He could feel it. The headphones 
blared and he tried to adjust the floatie again, but it 
seemed a little deflated. 

The doll grabbed on tight to the floatie and went into the 
water as Brent ran his hand along the back of it. Part of the 
floatie was going flat between his legs and he paddled. 
“What the hell? Damn.” He found the hole, gushing air 
bubbles, and started to untangle himself. The dummy saw 
one of his legs and stabbed towards it. Brent kicked away 
and the blade pricked a part of the floatie that was still 
inflated and bounced off it. The doll lost grip and the knife 
fluttered down to the bottom of the pool with a clank. 

The dummy held on tight to the deflating floatie, 
grabbed the plastic in his tiny fingers, and hovered 
underneath it. Brent kicked his legs, and the doll crested 
the water. The dummy kicked himself upwards, shoving the 
deflated plastic over Brent’s face. 

“Abhhhhh!” Brent yelled, slapping his arms and going 
under. The doll floated upwards, getting on top of Brent’s 
head. 

Brent thrashed and bucked, rolling under the water, 
grabbing towards his head, trying to pull the dummy off 
him. Brent could see the dummy’s face and his eyes 
became terror. He swatted, pulled the dummy’s hair, 


ripping out a few strands in between his knuckles. He 
gulped to breathe. His lungs stung with an expansion of 
water flooding into his lungs. 

The doll wrapped his little legs around Brent’s face, 
keeping the green deflated plastic tight around his mouth. 
Brent wanted to gasp for air. Desperately, he inhaled sharp 
pains of water, and the deflated floatie sucked into his 
mouth. He bit down, tearing the plastic, and gasped but 
still got only water. Large bubbles shot up to the surface. 
With one last swing of his arms, he went lax, as the 
collapsed floatie drifted over him. 
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ooney’s eyes were watering but no tears were 

forming yet. If Jason stayed any longer, he was sure 

the man would cry. Jason bent down and got his 
elephant balloon. “If you’re not Todd then I don’t know who 
Todd is.” Jason said meekly. 

“Oh, but I think you do.” Mr. Mooney’s mouth shook 
when he said this. “We both know that doll is no good. I’m 
just thankful you didn’t bring it here with you.” Mr. Mooney 
stared at the fire escape outside the window. “You didn’t. 
Did you? Is it back in Texas or did you leave it at your 
hotel?” 

“It’s in Houston. The housekeeper has is.” 

“You think she has it.” 

Jason parted his lips. He was going to say something, 
but he didn’t. 

“The doll has her.” Mr. Mooney paused. “It’s fond of 
women. I mean” He looked down. “Usually.” 

“T don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jason said in a 
straight tone. 

“Don’t lie to me. There’s absolutely no need, son.” Mr. 
Mooney’s eyes glistened. “I know why you came here.” 

“IT came because I thought you would inherit the house.” 

“That’s not the real reason.” 


“Yes. It is.” Jason looked down at his grandfather’s note, 
at the scribbled handwriting. 

“You want to get rid of it.” 

Jason looked up at Mooney. 

“Just like I did.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T had to get rid of it somehow, so I used a poker game.” 
He looked at him seriously and then with regret. “I’m 
SOITy.” 

“IT don’t know what you’re talking about.” Jason felt a 
pain in his stomach, acid was starting to eat at him from 
the inside. He shouldn’t admit to something so crazy. 
Something that could get him put away. Mr. Mooney was 
obviously an eccentric with a lot of problems. That was all. 
“I’ve got to get going.” Jason stood up. The balloon 
elephant squeaked in his hands. He put his backpack on. 

“Don’t leave.” 

“I’ve really gotta get going but it was nice meeting you. 
Thanks for this.” He wiggled the elephant. 

“It’s safe here. You should stay.” 

“No, I’ll be fine.” Jason made his way to leave, and Mr. 
Mooney jumped in front of him smiling. 

“It is safe here. Trust me. Stay where you're safe. I have 
an extra room.” He pointed down the hall where the cat 
peeked out. 

“T’ve really gotta go.” Jason brushed past him and 
unlocked the gate, swung it open, and began working on 
the locks to the door. The peephole at his knees shown a 
dot of light onto his pants. On the carpet by his feet, there 
were handprints with long, thin fingers. Jason got the door 
open and stood outside. 

Mr. Mooney’s eyes were completely wet, and he touched 
his shoulder. “You can stay here. Please stay.” 

Jason pulled away and began walking, not wanting to 
look back. The afternoon sun had lit the hallway a bright 
orange and Mr. Mooney stood there, his eyes glistening. 


“Son I hope you can get rid of that thing. It has caused me 
nothing but pain.” 

Jason kept walking. 

“And it’s very dangerous. You should arm yourself.” 
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HPD, Homicide division 


D etective Roy Evans had worked for the Houston Police 
Department for just over twenty years now. When he 

had started, he had a thick bulb of black hair but now 
it was tapering back from his forehead and white around 
the edges. His shoulders had shrunk, and his belly was 
more round. When he got the call to go check out the house 
on Willowick, he was weary. Not too many people get 
murdered in River Oaks. It was an affluent neighborhood 
and there was no telling who lived at that address. It could 
be a pro athlete or a famous singer or it could be a 
stockbroker or high-profile lawyer. Whatever the situation, 
when the affluent got murdered there was more pressure 
to solve the case, and money was usually involved. 
Whatever happened, it was always more complicated with 
the wealthy. He knew he was in for a very long week. 

As the car was winding the street and arrived, Evans 
counted about six River Oaks patrol cars all lined up in the 
driveway. He walked up the sidewalk to the front step 
where he was immediately greeted. 


“Looks like a simple drowning, sir.” It was Smith, a 
younger detective, transferred in from Dallas a few months 
ago. Smith was fit. He had a notably chiseled jaw and was 
balding, but for some reason, even with his sturdy, mature 
form, he came across as green and naive. He was eager to 
be the first to explain the situation, give the “run down” to 
whoever was walking in, fresh on the scene. Evans wasn’t 
surprised to see him waiting there. He followed Smith 
through the house and to the backyard, where Brent was 
being fished out of the pool. He was bloated and grey, 
fingers were fat like sausages and wrinkled on the 
fingertips. 

“Who called it in?” Evans covered his nose. 

Smith tried not to gag but he made a little hacking 
sound before he spoke. “The pool boy. Came to clean the 
pool. And just. Found him floating. Sir.” 

“What’s that?” Evans pointed to the large sheet of lime 
green plastic at the bottom of the pool. Fish that out 
whatever that is.” 

“T think it’s one of those big floaties.” 

“Fish it out and let’s take a look at that.” 

“Ok. You got it.” 

“And. What is that?” Evans pointed. 

Smith looked but couldn’t see what he was referring to. 
His eyes searched the pool finding nothing. “I’m sorry sir I 
don’t see what you’re pointing at.” 

Evans pointed harder. “There’s something in the drain.” 

“Oh, I see it.” 

“Get that. Let me see what that is.” Evans rounded the 
edge of the pool seeing nothing else suspicious and then 
marched across the lawn to the fence line. He walked the 
perimeter of it. Someone jumped in the pool in a wetsuit 
and another officer was pulling a beer can and a wad of 
leaves from the drain on the side of the pool. Evans walked 
past a jasmine vine, where he found the gate near the 
center of the fence and opened it. 


He noticed the grass was crushed, outlining how it 
opened. The gate hobbled in the hinges. “Huh.” He 
mumbled. The neighbors back yard was not as nice, more 
minimal, but had a bench and few lawn chairs, some potted 
plants of hibiscus near along the back porch. The yard was 
not quite as big, stretching to the trees that bordered the 
golf course. 

“Found something interesting over here.” Someone 
shouted from the pool. Evans returned where the man in 
the wetsuit held up a small pocketknife. He was putting it 
in a plastic bag. 

“Good find. Is there any debris on it?” That was cop- 
speak for guts and gore. 

“No.” 

Evans was disappointed, but he knew there was 
probably something there. “I want that turned in and 
expedited.” With any luck, the lab would find something on 
the blade. He was smart not to get too hopeful though, this 
was starting to look even more like a homicide, and they’d 
need DNA on the handle to figure out who used it. 

“Boss.” Someone called from behind the garage. 

Evans went back there to the alleyway lined with large 
trash cans. His feet crunching gravel, moved one to the 
side with his elbow as he came down. “Holy shit.” 

Smith was cupping his mouth, he tried to speak but 
couldn’t. “This is” He said. Shaking, he walked past Evans 
to leave. 

The fence was dripped, a corroded red color. Streams of 
dried, rusted blood trailed down to the bottom. Nacho was 
tattered along the top of it. He had been cut open and 
splayed out like a chicken. Intestines shriveled and draped 
down. Nacho’s body was black, tattered fur, matted, 
crusted with blood. Ants were crawling all over him, 
infesting his eyes and mouth. 

Below Nacho, the dead dog, dried and brown, fading 
into the wood, Evans, squinted with focus. He could barely 


make out the scraggly letters painted in blood. 
Fa G GOT cU NT DoGs 
GO TO Bit Ch H eL L 
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D etective Evans rang the doorbell while Gladys was in 
the kitchen scrubbing the stove. She peeled off the 

rubber gloves, shoved them in her apron, and put the 
doll on her hip. As she answered the door, her perfume 
drifted out, hitting Evans, enveloping him with the scent. 
He recoiled, taking a small step back. The woman was 
smiling. He could smell now a body odor under the 
perfume. He noticed her hair looked dirty. 

He was shocked at what she was wearing for her age. A 
red, low-cut shirt that showed off her exact shape and 
pants to match with white stripes that complemented her 
cloud-like, stark, white hair. The weight of her apron 
drooped down, showing the cleavage of her bra and the 
dummy clung to the side of her stomach. 

Evans thought it was a toddler at first. “Hello, ma’am. 
Oh.” 

He was startled. 

“Yes?” Gladys smiled. 

Evans tried to look up at her again, but his eyes were 
fixed on the dummy, the lifeless thing on her hip, hugging 
her with plastic, flesh-colored arms. 

Gladys adjusted the doll, and her shirt collar stretched 
further, exposing the wrinkles on her breasts. “How can I 


help you?” 

“I have a few questions to ask you.” 

She observed the line of cop cars outside, but her face 
was unchanging. The broad teeth-showing smile was 
almost maniac. 

How could she see this and not wonder what was going 
on? Evans tried to remain stoic about this but inside his 
body was heating and pulsing. This woman had something 
to do with homicide, it was obvious. She was a lunatic if 
he’d ever seen one. She grinned. 

“Your neighbor was found this morning in the pool 
area.” 

“Oh my.” she switched the doll to the other side. 

Evans tried not to notice or look at it and continued. 
“Can you tell me where you were last night?” 

“Well, I was in bed, I guess. What time are you asking 
about?” 

“Around 5 pm to when you went to bed.” He looked 
down at the doll and the face had turned. He hadn’t seen 
her turn it. But it was facing him. And he thought about 
that while she spoke. 

“IT was here cleaning up for Jason and then I had dinner 
in the kitchen. And then I watched tv. And” 

Evans was getting nervous. The doll was looking at him 
before she put it on the other hip. She then moved the doll 
and now its head is turned to the other way, still facing him. 
She must have moved its head, but he didn’t see it. “What 
did you watch on tv and what time?” 

“Wheel of fortune at 630.” 

He jotted down on a small pad of paper. 

“Then I watched a movie and then I went to bed.” 

“Do you sleep here?” 

“No. I sleep in the garage apartment out back. That’s 
where I live.” 

“I see. And you said you were cleaning the house for” 

“Jason. He owns the house now.” 


“What’s his last name.” 

“Nguyen.” 

“Ok, Jason Nguyen. And can I speak to him please?” 

“He’s not here.” 

“Where is he?” 

“He’s out of town. He said to visit a family friend.” 

“Ok.” He pulled a card out of his jacket pocket. “Please 
give him my card and have him give me a call when he gets 
back into town.” 

“Do you think Jason has anything to do with it?” Gladys 
beamed. 

This caught Evans off guard, but he showed no emotion. 
“Just have Jason give me a call when he gets back.” 

“T will.” 

“Ok, goodnight.” Evans stepped back and headed to his 
car. Gladys watched him walk away through the window, 
smiling. 
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ason got home later that night a little after midnight. 

The car ride was taxing. Listening to the music, he 

kept playing it out over and over in his mind. Mr. 
Mooney’s upset face, warning him about the dummy. He 
lived all alone in that high-rise cluttered, closed-in, cat-shit- 
smelling apartment. He was crazy for sure, either because 
what he said about the dummy was true, or he had made 
himself that way. Alone with only his thoughts of the past 
and he was obsessing about that doll. 

Jason had regretted going. There was really no reason, 
he didn’t know who Todd was and could have easily just 
given all the property to Gladys. Who was Todd? Was Todd 
really the doll? Even if he was, that just meant his grandpa 
was just as crazy as Mr. Mooney. It was all just crazy. That’s 
all. None of it was real. And he’d move back to Austin. 
That’s all he had to do. 

As he pulled up to the driveway, he only caught a 
glimpse of the yellow tape surrounding the neighbor’s 
house, and even when he looked right at it, the yellow 
streams of plastic, outlining the property, it didn’t register. 
He thought they were party streamers at first. And then he 
understood what he was looking at. Jason slammed on the 
breaks, almost forgetting to put the car in park before 


getting out. He rushed to the yard, and past the yellow tape 
when he stopped dead in his tracks. 

He had crossed into a crime scene. He shot back around 
and ducked under the tape line, holding it. He looked 
around at the neighborhood and down the street. No lights 
on in any houses, except for the one across the street. He 
looked over there through the window and couldn’t see 
anyone. No one had seen him cross the tape. 

He went back to his car and parked it in the back and 
went inside. He needed a glass of water and drank one 
frantically. He searched out the back window trying to see 
into Brent’s backyard. There was that yellow tape again 
over the fence and a lot of it near the back end of the 
garage over there. His hands trembled and he emptied his 
pockets, putting his car keys on the counter and two pieces 
of bubble gum. His stomach lurched when he saw the 
candies. Crazy Mr. Mooney in that top hat, looking up at 
him like a cartoon. 

There was a business card on the counter and a sticky 
note jotted down next to it. 

Call them in the morning. They have questions to ask. I 
think the neighbor was murdered. 

Jason read the sticky note over again. He picked up the 
business card. It was a Houston police department card. 
Detective Roy Evans. Homicide. Jason dropped it on the 
counter. 

His friend was dead. 

A knot grew in Jason’s throat. His feelings were 
confusing. Instead of being sad for Brent, he was more 
worried for himself than anything. He knew they’d have 
questions and he’d call in the morning as soon as he got up. 
Right now, though he was so tired his knees were buckling. 
He needed a hot shower and to just go to bed. He’d be out 
cold as soon as his head hit the pillow. 

He filled another glass of water but just stood there with 
it in his hand looking down on the business card. A rush of 


cold sweat trickled down his spine. They would find out 
about his past. They would look him up and then they 
would know about his childhood. They would know about 
the fire. And then it was only a matter of time, only a few 
days, or maybe hours until he would become the number 
one suspect for Brent’s murder. 
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he clock said 2:45 AM and Jason heard something 

downstairs that woke him up. He was groggy and half 

asleep but identified the sound easily. The backdoor 
had been unlocked and someone was walking around in the 
kitchen. He shot up from the bed to check the door to his 
room. It was locked. Maybe it was Brent’s killer. Maybe 
Brent had been murdered by a burglar. Maybe there had 
been a home invasion and the killer was here tonight. 

Jason considered he could go down there and confront 
them but thinking about how big Brent was, much bigger 
than him, there was no way he could fight someone that 
could take Brent down. Without turning on the lights he ran 
through the poker closet, to the security room. He looked 
at the cameras on the computer. Someone was in the 
kitchen alright, but Jason couldn’t see who. There were 
Shadows moving, stretched across the walls. And 
something was moving along the counter. 

It was the top of a balding head with red comb-over hair. 

It was the dummy. This was actually happening. This 
was not a hallucination. He knew it was real now. The 
dummy was toddling around the kitchen, seeming to go 
through the drawers. Jason leaned in and watched the 
camera very closely. 


A tiny hand reached up over the counter and pulled 
something down. Something small. Jason realized what it 
was. It was the candy from Mr. Mooney. The doll stood 
there completely still. Jason was desperate to see more but 
the view only showed his head exposed over the counter. 
The dummy threw the candy across the room, then knocked 
the chair over next to him. He went to the window where 
Jason could see clearly and he punched through it, leaving 
a jagged opening in the glass. 

The doll yelled. “Cock sucker! Cunt bitches! Mr. 
Bubblegum bastard!” 

Jason could hear the yelling downstairs in the kitchen 
and the words were clear. His skin prickled. “No, no, no.” 
Jason mumbled. It was real. It was really happening. 

The dummy knocked over a barstool and headed to the 
pantry. He went inside and pushed things off the shelves. 
He picked up a box of cereal and hurdled it across the 
room, scattering it everywhere. Cans of vegetables flew 
through the kitchen. He grabbed jars and threw them out 
of the pantry, smashing onto the kitchen floor. Peaches and 
glass shattered on the tile. The dummy ran out. Opened all 
the cabinets and made a mess. He grabbed the drawers. 
Pulled them out, spilling out knives and forks and spoons. 
He kicked pots and threw cookie trays. Upstairs in the 
security room, Jason could hear everything. His knees 
buckled and he went down. Sitting and rocking, gripping 
his knees. “No. No. No.” 
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In the morning 


ason awoke with the sound of birds chirping. He had 

fallen asleep on the floor in the security room, curled 

up and propped tight against the door. Frantic, he got 
up to stand and his knees popped. His eyes were crusted 
with sleep and he and looked at the computer to check the 
cameras. 

Gladys was in the kitchen. The pots and pans had been 
put away and all the cabinets were closed. The barstools 
and chairs were upright and in their right places. She was 
Sweeping peach pulp and glass and putting it in the trash 
can she had next to her, getting some of the mess on her 
clothes, a tight, low-cut yellow and black outfit. There were 
a few trash bags, the only proof of the mess made last 
night. Jason looked at the window by the kitchen table. A 
trash bag was taped over it. 

Jason carefully peeked out into the poker closest looking 
for the dummy. He didn’t see it in there waiting for him but 
he but didn’t feel safe. He hurried to his room and got his 
backpack that was still packed from yesterday from the trip 


to Branson. He needed to pack the rest of his things. In the 
closet, he found a suitcase and started dumping his clothes 
into it. He would leave today. He got his toothbrush and his 
meds. He thought about taking a pill but didn’t care to. 
What was the use? The dummy was real and that was 
worse than anything he could hallucinate. 

He shoved what he could in the suitcase, tucked it under 
his arm, and carried the backpack out into the hall, 
carefully looking around, at everything, at every corner. 
Jason snuck downstairs and out the front while Gladys was 
still near the back in the kitchen. Hurrying past each 
window, he snuck around the outside of the house, got to 
the car, and quietly clicked it open. He chucked the 
luggage inside. 

Gladys opened the backdoor. She didn’t look happy. She 
was frowning and angry and stiff, her hair was in a messy 
wad on one side. “I don’t appreciate this mess. I work for 
you, but I shouldn’t have to clean this up.” 

Jason winced. He didn’t want to be confrontational and 
stood behind the open trunk, wishing he could disappear or 
leave right this minute. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to clean 
it. I’ll get it. You can just take the day off.” 

“And where is my little man?” 

Jason’s skin went the color of ash. “What do you mean?” 

“Why did you take him from me?” 

“T didn’t take him.” 

“Well, he’s not at my house. You can’t just take anything 
you want from other people.” 

“T didn’t take him.” 

“Then why did I see him in the living room this 
morning?” 

“I’m not sure.” Jason closed the trunk. He had to get the 
hell out of here. “Sorry about the mess. I'll get it. I just 
have some things I need to do first.” He was lying. He was 
going to get all his stuff and get the hell away from here. 


Jason brushed past her coming inside and he could smell 
her perfume and her dirty hair. He got a trash bag from the 
kitchen drawer and hurried up the stairs, two steps at a 
time. In his room, he quickly filled it with all his other stuff, 
socks, and dirty laundry, his shampoo, and lugged it, 
bouncing behind him down the stairs and outside to his car. 
He felt his pockets. Wallet. Keys. 

He looked up and could see the dummy in the bird room 
window staring at him, smiling. Jason was stuck there, 
cemented in place, his tongue stuck to the top of his mouth. 
He wanted to run. He touched the car door handle, yanking 
it open. 

Gladys came out of the house screaming. 

“You can’t steal him from me. He’s my little boy!” 

“Believe me please I don’t want the doll. You can have 
him.” Jason did not take his eyes off the dummy in the 
window and Gladys noticed, looking back behind her. 

“Oh, there he is. My little man.” She ran inside the 
house. Into the bird room and grabbed him from the 
window, placing him firmly on her hip. She stomped 
through the kitchen door, heading to the garage. “I’m 
taking the rest of the day off.” She yelled. 

“Sounds good.” Jason took a long exhale of relief. He 
was leaving now. 

Gladys twisted around with a snarl. “And Don’t you ever. 
Steal him from me again!” She went into the garage and 
slammed the door behind her. 

Jason got in the car and started it. He started backing 
up and put on the breaks. “Fuck. I forgot my phone.” He 
put the car in park and got out. Locked it and hurried back 
inside. He ran up the stairs. 

The doorbell rang. Jason whipped around. Two men 
were looking at him from the glass in the front door. He 
turned and headed down to answer it. From there he could 
see Detective Evans was standing in the doorway, Smith 
was behind him. He knew they were cops from the way 


they were standing. Jason wanted to run to the back, get in 
his car and drive off but instead, he opened the door. 

“Hello,” Jason said, out of breath. 

“Are you Jason Nguyen?” 

“Yes.” 

“We need you to come down to the station to answer a 
few questions.” 
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he interrogation room was smaller than he thought it 
would be. He was offered a Coke by Detective Smith. 
Jason took it and was patting the top to open it. Smith 
slid a chair up to the square table to sit down and Detective 
Evans entered the room, slapping a file down between 
them. “So Herman Nguyen was your grandpa?” He sat and 
folded his arms. 
“Yes, but I didn’t know him that well.” 
“So, he passed away and now you live at that house?” 
Evans asked. 
“Yes.” 
“How well did you know Brent Truman?” Smith said. 
“Not well. We hung out a few times. I’ve only been here 
a couple weeks.” 
“Where did you travel again? The housekeeper said you 
had gone out of town.” Evans said. 
“T was in Branson.” 
“What were you doing there?” Evans asked. 
“Visiting a family friend.” 
“Do you have the plane ticket you can email us?” Smith 
asked. 
“Yes. I can when I get home. I’m leaving back to Austin 
as soon as I get back.” 


“Why are you leaving?” Evans asked sternly. 

“T just need to get back to Austin for personal reasons.” 

“We have evidence that points to Brent’s death being a 
homicide.” 

Jason swallowed. “Well, I hope you catch whoever killed 
him.” 

“We are very close.” Smith said. 

“That’s good.” 

“What do you know about the housekeeper?” Evans 
asked. 

“Nothing?” Jason looked at the both of them, studying 
them. “Is there something I should know? Is she a 
suspect?” 

“We can’t say at the moment.” Smith said. 

Evans touched the file. “We were surprised that we had 
a file on you already. It was old, but we found it. You 
haven’t been in any more trouble since then, have you?” 

Jason shook his head adamantly. “No, nothing.” 

“When we start digging, we won’t find anything in any 
other counties, in other states?” Smith asked. 

Jason shook his head again. “No. Nothing. That was a 
one-time occurrence.” 

“That’s good. Well, for now, we don’t have any more 
questions. But we don’t want you to leave the city. Can you 
stay a few more days while we sort this out?” Smith asked. 

“Do I have to?” Jason almost squeaked. 

“No.” Evans leaned in. “But it doesn’t look good for you 
if we find something. That you’ve left the city.” 

“Are you going to detain me?” Jason said weakly. 

“No, we don’t have evidence for that at this time.” 

Jason leaned in. “You won’t find any. I didn’t do 
anything. I was in Branson.” 

“We'll check into that.” Evans said. “You’re free to go 
but we might need to bring you in later for more questions 
so be available for us.” 


“Ok.” Jason said. He was meek and deflated. Shoulders 
slumped he stood from the table. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets and put his head 
down. Left the room and walked out of the station, sat in 
his car, and cried. 

He headed back to the house. And when he got there, he 
pulled the Branson backpack from the car and left 
everything else. He went straight to his room and unpacked 
the dirty clothes. He started a load of laundry, deciding he 
needed to stay in town, to not cause suspicion with the 
police. 
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The next day, in Branson 


M r. Mooney hadn’t slept at all last night. His eyes had 
become papery tinge of dehydrated yellow and the 

purply divots underneath had swollen to dark, 
plump bags. The morning was frenzied, a_ scurried 
whirlwind of frantic worry, pondering what to do about 
Jason. He needed help, had to be warned about the dummy. 
So much could happen. All sorts of terrible things and 
Jason couldn’t possibly grasp the danger. 

Mooney had hammered in a few extra nails in the 
window by the fire escape. He stood over by the window 
looking down to the street, watching for any toddler-shaped 
people coming towards the building but none of that 
happened. His eyes were crusted over from hours of no 
blinking. He had to watch and watch and watch. The house 
alarm had been set and reset and set again. He had 
searched the hallway outside his apartment very carefully, 
looking for what, he wasn’t sure. 

The idea to call Jason struck him all at once and he 
bolted from his standing watchmen position at the window. 


Melvin the cat, skittered underfoot as Mooney hustled to 
his computer, starting it up to find Jason’s email. As the 
ancient, box-shaped pc booted up and garbled, and 
twanked, beeped, and zooted, he decided he still needed to 
keep watch over the fire escape because the dummy could 
be climbing up to the window at that moment and so 
without taking his eyes off it, Mooney went to the wingback 
chair and struggled to scoot the heavy, awkward thing to 
the window, dragging pieces of week-old newspaper under 
the claw feet. He got it over there and checked the 
computer again. After it finally was working, he pulled up 
the email and scribbled Jason’s phone number in his 
planner. He went to the kitchen, plucked the phone off the 
wall, and returned to the wingback to sit and look out. He 
dialed the number licking his chapped lips. 
It rang. 
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ladys was outside taking the trash out behind the 

garage. Looking over the fence line, she could see 

Brent’s alleyway had yellow tape all around it and a 
plastic sheet over the top like an awning. She smirked. “I 
never liked him anyway. What an asshole.” Gladys was 
happy he was dead. 

Inside the phone was ringing but she couldn’t hear it 
over the rustling gravel sliding under her shoes. She threw 
in a large bag, heaving it up and over into the large rubber 
trash can. 

The dummy ignored the phone ringing, and it went to 
voicemail. Through the speaker of the answering machine, 
a fragile voice stammered. “Ja Jason? It’s me, Doug 
Mooney.” 

The voice was suddenly striking and familiar. The 
dummy hurried over as fast as his short legs could carry 
him. 

“Jason, I really n need you to call me back as soon as 
you can. We need to talk about this. You are in grave day d 
danger.” 

With short little hands, the dummy picked the phone 
from the receiver and with smiling wide eyes, listened as 
Mooney spoke. 
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M ooney struggled to push out the correct words 
“Please. Ugh..... please call me, ok? This thing is not 

a normal doll. As you have may have experienced 
it’s very dangerous and I don’t think you quite grasp the 
situation. Please” 

The dummy’s cracking voice rolled into a jolt of laughter, 
sending Mooney into white-hot panic, he began to tremble 
and dropped the phone. From the floor, by his feet, the 
phone dangled, and Mooney could hear the cracking words. 

“You're such a little limp-dick bitch Mr. Bubblegum.” 

Mooney reached down for the phone, grabbed it, and 
slammed it on the receiver. He slid down to the floor and 
wept. 
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fter sleeping on it, Jason had decided to leave. He 

could hear the phone ringing downstairs and the 

muffling noise of someone leaving a voice mail. He 
had sent the email with a picture of his plane ticket in the 
attachment to Detective Evans as soon as he arrived home 
yesterday. That would prove he was out of town like he had 
said. All of his bags were packed. Everything he had 
brought to this house was ready to go. There was just one 
more thing he needed to do. He had thought about it a lot. 
Thought about how crazy he would look if he sent it. But 
decided it was the best thing he could do. He needed to 
send out the video of his grandpa choking. He couldn’t say 
it himself. That a dummy had murdered his grandpa. That 
would make him sound crazy. But he could send a video, 
right? There was nothing crazy about that. And if they saw 
and understood, then great. And if they didn’t, it was just a 
video and not him saying that a doll should be a suspect in 
the murder of his friend. He could send that email and 
leave town. He’d be in Austin and if they needed him for 
questioning, he would just come right back. No problem. 
He would cooperate with the police, but he couldn’t stay in 
this house. 
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etective Evans was on the phone with the airline, they 

had confirmed that Jason Nguyen was in fact on the 

flight to Branson, and on the flight back to Houston 
when he had said. That put him off of the suspect list. 
Evans wasn’t ready to let him go, though. With Jason’s 
history with that fire, he would be up to no good. You just 
had to find out what it was. 

The other suspect for Brent Truman’s murder was 
possibly the housekeeper. She was strange and showed all 
the characteristics of a psychopath. She had no concern, 
finding out the neighbor had been murdered. Didn’t ask 
who could have done it. Maybe she didn’t ask because she 
had done it. The other option was that it was someone 
Brent owed a debt to, possibly gambling or a loan. The last 
and least likely option was that Brent was murdered by 
some random person passing through the neighborhood. 
They wanted to wrap this up fast, but nothing was coming 
together. There were no fingerprints on the knife, the blood 
was from the dog. And Brent seemed to have suffocated, 
possibly from the floaty that they had found at the bottom 
of the pool. 

Evans and Smith were hunched over their desks in the 
office, eating a sandwich for lunch when his phone buzzed 


an email alert. It was Jason Nguyen. 

The email said something cryptic and caught Evans’s 
attention. 

The subject was “Please watch this video.” 

Evans opened the email. Smith got from his desk leaned 
over him to see. The attachment was a video. Evans clicked 
it. It was in black and white. It was home security camera 
footage. 

It showed an elderly man sitting at a round breakfast 
table and he was eating something. And then he seemed to 
be choking. A young boy, maybe a toddler, sat in the chair 
next to him. He had short red hair and he was smiling, 
blankly, looking at the choking man, not helping. 

“Who is this guy?” Smith said. 

“T don’t know.” Evans said. “Maybe the grandpa?” 

“Beat’s me.” 

“We need to call him. Figure this out.” Evans crossed his 
arms. 

“What do you think this is about?” Smith asked. 

“T can’t tell.” 

“Who is that kid just sitting there? Do you think it’s a 
neighborhood kid?” Smith pointed. 

“Let’s go by the house.” Evans grabbed his keys. 
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ith his back tight and hunched, gripping the 
backpack, Jason hurried down the stairs so fast he 
might slip. He was ready to pounce. 

Gladys was in the kitchen making a grilled sandwich on 
the stove. She looked frazzled and annoyed, her mouth 
curling down, faded with pink lipstick and her hair was 
unbrushed, flatted near the back from when she was 
sleeping. Her clothes were the same she’d worn yesterday, 
a yellow and black spandex outfit. Flecks of dried peach 
pulp and white and grey ash smudged on the black stretch 
pants from cleaning around the house. She had put on a lot 
of perfume, but it didn’t cover up that she needed to bathe. 
The scent of body odor and perfume marinated together in 
a sweet and sour combination. The large dirty apron she 
wore was tied loosely around her waist dangling over her 
pillowy hips. She smiled. “Honey, can I make you a tuna 
melt?” 

“No thanks.” Jason said going out the back. 

He put the bag in the back seat of his car and realized 
he had left his car keys on his dresser. “Damn it.” 

When he came back into the kitchen Gladys was holding 
a large knife. 


“I’m gonna make you one anyways. You can eat it when 
you get hungry.” 

Jason winced. “Ok sounds good.” He hurried up the 
stairs to get the keys. Maybe they were on the bed or the 
dresser. He had no idea where he could have left them. 
When he got in his room, they didn’t seem to be anywhere. 
The bed was made, and the keys weren’t on it. The dresser 
was clear. He locked the door. Maybe they were in the 
master bathroom? The door rattled in its hinges. 

There was an aggressive knock. “Jason. We don’t lock 
doors in this house!” Gladys yelled. 

Jason frantically searched the bathroom. The keys 
weren’t there. He rushed to the bedroom, and checked 
inside the drawers, whipping them open. 

Gladys knocked harder. Her voice was more erratic this 
time. “Jason, open up.” 

Jason froze. He didn’t know what to do. He wondered if 
she was still holding the knife. 

She knocked harder. “Open it right now!” 

Jason searched under the bed pillows and lifted the 
sheets. No keys. He checked behind the dresser, to see if 
they had fallen back there. No. 

Gladys put her hands deep down inside the apron. She 
pulled out a hefty ring of keys from the pocket, fingering 
along them until she found the right one and started 
unlocking the door. Jason’s mouth dropped open. Somehow, 
she had made copies of the new keys. She was coming in. 

He opened the door, yanking the keys out of her hand. 
She was holding the knife down by her side, the blade 
rested against the thigh of her stretch pants. Jason smiled 
trying to defuse her. “Hi. Did you need something?” 

“We don’t lock doors in this house.” 

“Ok, sorry.” He smiled. 

“Your grandfather would lock all the rooms around the 
house you know. He’d lock himself in and I’d have to use 
my little friend here to get him out.” She wiggled the ring 


of keys. “He got real agitated as he got older. Wanted to 
spend all his time alone.” She brushed the blade against 
the side of her leg. “But spending time alone isn’t good for 
anyone. You need people you know. Are you sure u don’t 
want me to make you a sandwich? I won’t make it unless 
you want one.” She said, her tone was tight and angry. 

Jason tried not to watch the knife, but his eyes kept 
going there. “No, I’m good but thank you.” He moved past 
her, heading downstairs to search the backpack in the car. 
Maybe he had packed them by mistake. 

“Where are you going now?” 

“IT have to go back to Austin. To help a friend with 
something.” 

“You can’t be running off all the time like this. We’re a 
family.” 

Jason hurried through the living room, scanning for the 
dummy, which was nowhere to be found. He got outside 
and ducked into the car. 

Gladys had followed him down and was now in the 
kitchen. She took the sandwich off the pan and began to 
make another, opening a second can of tuna. 

She peeked outside, watching Jason searching his car, 
then hurried to the kitchen sink and lunged into the cabinet 
under it. Pulled out a box of Borax. It was old and the 
letters were faded. She got the Astroworld mug and poured 
just a little water in it and then the Borax. The white 
powder sprinkled the sides of the blue mug. 

She mixed until it was a watery paste and then poured it 
into the tuna fish. Quickly, stirred it all together and 
smeared it on the bread. She looked out the window again. 
He was still in the car, pulling clothes out of the backpack. 
She got the cheese from the fridge and pulled out a few 
slices, flopping them down on the sandwich. She put it in 
the skillet, which immediately started to smoke but she 
ignored it, hurrying. Jason was still looking through his car, 
now searching under the seats. She put two plates on the 


kitchen table, one with her sandwich and one for his she 
was still making, and two folded napkins. 

Jason got out of the car and was heading back in. Gladys 
slid the toasted sandwich on the plate. Jason came into the 
kitchen. His eyes were frantic, and his back was arched in 
a tight hump, he was ready to punch or run or bite. 

“What’s wrong sweety?” She asked. 

“Have you seen my keys?” 

“Sit down honey and eat lunch with me.” 

“No thanks. I gotta find my keys.” 

She pulled the knife from her apron and held it, glaring 
at him, smiling. “Sit down. Right now, and eat lunch with 
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me. 
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ason could feel his insides quaking as he stared at the 

knife she held. It was pointed at him but still at her 

waist. There was no choice. He would do what she told 
him. 

She waited for him to sit down, the knife shaking a little 
in her hand. 

Jason pulled out the chair and sat. The sandwich on his 
plate was burnt. Most of the bread was charred with black 
spots. He looked back up at her, still standing there. 

Jason’s voice trembled. “Are you going to sit?” 

“No. I'll stand.” She smiled and took a bite of her 
sandwich. Tuna dripped onto her apron, and she scraped it 
off with a long pink fingernail and ate it. “It’s good. You'll 
love it. Your grandpa loved my tuna melts.” 

Jason winced. “Listen I’m. I am really not hungry.” He 
looked down at it. The tuna and cheese had melted down 
the side and something milky-white was running off it, 
pooling to the other edge of the plate. It was runny and 
watery-looking. 

Gladys leaned over him. Her sour body odor permeated 
the air. “Eat it. Take a bite. You’re a young man. You need 
to eat.” 


Jason picked up the sandwich. The corner of it was 
dripping onto the table. His hand was trembling as he put it 
to his mouth. He looked at her, praying that somehow, she 
wasn’t watching him. But she was. He bit down into it and 
chewed, holding it in his mouth. Something was not right. 
The flavor was off. He chewed it but didn’t swallow. He held 
it in his mouth pulling his tongue all the way back. 
Something powdery was coating around his teeth. 

Gladys took another eager bite of her sandwich and 
wiped her face with a napkin. Jason jolted up and ran to the 
trash, spitting it out. 

“You need to eat it!” She waddled over to him, and he 
gagged, racing out of the kitchen and to the stairs. She 
dropped her plate and chased after him, screaming, 
pointing the knife. “You’re not gonna take him from me!” 

“Take who?” Jason yelled, leaping up the stairs as fast as 
he could. 

Gladys was trailing behind, managing only one step up 
at a time. “My little man.” Her thighs jiggled in the dirty 
black stretch pants. 

“I don’t want him.” Jason tripped on a step in the middle 
of the stairs. 

Gladys caught up to him. “You’re lying to me just like 
your grandfather did.” She pointed the knife. “No one is 
going to take him from me.” She stabbed down into the 
back of his shoulder blade. 

Jason screamed. His shirt spilled with blood. “I don’t” 
He kicked Gladys in the knee, chucking her backwards. She 
hobbled a few steps down and he jumped up to the last 
steps and ran to the bedroom locking the door. 

Gladys made it up the steps, huffing, and wheezing. 
Jason’s blood had spattered across her wrinkled chest and 
yellow shirt. She knocked on the door. “Jason, honey. Let 
me in. We don’t have locked doors in this house.” 

Jason buckled over and rushed into the closet and 
pushed through the clothes to the security room where he 


grabbed the phone and dialed 9-1-1. 

There was no dial tone. The line was dead. He yanked up 
the cord and it had been cut from the wall. He moaned. He 
needed his keys if he was going to leave here. Maybe they 
had fallen under the bed. He raced to his bed and ducked 
down, looking under the bed skirt. 

The doll glared at him with wild blue eyes. He was 
holding the keys and jingled them from his tiny fingers. 
“Looking for these fucko?” 

Fear leapt inside Jason’s chest, but he reached out, 
frantically trying to touch them. His shoulder stung with 
each desperate lunge of his arm. He could feel the tendons 
stretching, tearing, and bleeding. The doll yanked the keys 
back, laughing in a high-pitched childish giggle. 

Gladys was on the other side of the bedroom door, 
panting. Her globe of white hair flattened against it as she 
pressed her ear to listen. She reached inside the pocket of 
her apron, pulled out the ring of keys, picked the one to the 
bedroom, and thrust it into the lock. Hearing the doorknob 
rattling, Jason lunged up from the floor and scooted the 
bed, all the way over the other side, exposing the dummy 
on his stomach. Jason bent down and grabbed his car keys 
and something sharp stabbed his hand, ripping it open. He 
yanked it up. Blood gushed from a gaping slice in the 
middle of his hand. The dummy jumped to his feet swinging 
a large bowie knife. Gladys opened the bedroom door. Jason 
ran to the poker closet. His back and hand stinging and 
dripping blood. He was starting to get dizzy and bumped 
long the wall, knocking things down. The crossbow came 
off the counter and a few I Love Lucy plates shattered 
along the floor. The dummy ran in after him, into the poker 
closet. 

“Stop!” Jason twisted back and yelled. 

The dummy picked up the loaded crossbow and Gladys 
stood, leaning in the doorway trying to catch her breath. 

“No!” Jason screamed, putting up his bloody hand. “No!” 


The dummy pulled the trigger and the crossbow 
launched, hitting Jason in the leg. He screamed and fell to 
the floor, knocking over the Van Halen guitar. The 
plexiglass case tumbled across the room. The dummy 
hurried to reload the crossbow and Gladys laughed. 

“Hit him in the forehead. Right in the middle!” She 
shrieked. 

The dummy hobbled over to Jason who was struggling to 
stand. The dummy stood next to him and pointed the 
crossbow. Jason grabbed the neck of the red and white 
guitar and swung it, smashing it over the dummy’s head. 
The guitar splintered into pieces. 

“My little man!” Gladys squealed hurrying over. 

Jason got up and grabbed the musket and limped out of 
the room. When he got to the steps his leg buckled and he 
fell, tumbling to the center of the stairwell. 
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D etective Evans and Detective Smith parked and were 
coming up the sidewalk. They could see Jason’s car 

by the garage and the back passenger door was wide 
open. They went up to the front porch and rang the 
doorbell and that’s when they saw Jason falling down the 
stairs. He was holding a long gun, like a shotgun. 
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he doorbell rang again and Jason snapped his head up. 

He was stuck on his side, sliding down the middle 

steps. Those cops were back, standing on the front 
porch, and could see him lying there. He tried to stand and 
couldn’t. His left leg wouldn’t work, and blood was pouring 
from the arrow lodged in his thigh. He tried to use the 
musket as a cane, propping himself up. He decided to slide 
down the rest of the way. Evans saw the arrow sticking out 
of his leg and screamed for Smith to run around to the back 
of the house. Evans tried to kick the door down. 

Gladys came to the top of the stairs. Her face was 
completely flushed, and her white hair was stuck down 
along the edge of her forehead. Weakly, she slowly started 
to hobble down towards Jason, pointing the knife with one 
hand and gripping the railing with the other. Jason got to 
the bottom and limped to stand. He took a few steps back 
and pointed the musket up the stairs, aiming towards 
Gladys. 

“Stop.” Jason yelled. 

He could see the cop on the other side of the door. 
Trying to bust it down. The door was banging loose. 

“Help me!” Jason yelled. His leg buckled and he went to 
his knees, the arrow sticking out of the top of his thigh. 


Blood had soaked his shorts and his white sneakers were 
drenched red. 

“I’m calling for backup!” Evans screamed. “My partner 
will be inside soon!” 

On the back end of the house, Detective Smith was 
trying to push through the kitchen door, kicking it as hard 
as he could. He grabbed the radio from his shoulder and 
called to the station, asking for help. 

Gladys was making her way down the steps. Sweat 
poured down her face and shirt. She misstepped and 
teetered forward, catching herself before she lost balance. 

Jason fired the musket. The bullet flew past Gladys 
brushing her cheek. She grabbed this side of her face, 
spraying blood, and screamed. “Ahhhh! You shot me!” she 
waved the knife. 

Outside, Evans pulled out his gun. He fired. 
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BE vans fired again, splintering the door at the lock. It 
came loose. He shoved it open and rushed to Jason, 

looking up the staircase. Gladys, face dripping with 
blood was leaning down the stairs waving the large kitchen 
knife, batting it weaky. 

“Hold it right there don’t move!” he shouted up at her. 

Her skin was going grey, the red spattering down the 
front of her shirt spilling over her cleavage. She lunged 
down at him, arms out and he fired, hitting her in the 
shoulder. Blood splattered, speckling the wall. She fell, 
unable to catch herself, and bounced her butt down the last 
three steps, ripping open her pants. She grabbed her face 
again. Blood gushed through her pale boney fingers. She 
moaned. 

Detective Evans reached to Jason, grabbing under his 
arm to help him stand but Jason was losing strength and 
going down. He went to the floor, and he went lank and fell 
back, twisted, the arrow standing straight up out of his leg. 
Evans rolled him over to look at the bloody side of his back 
that was completely red. Blood smeared on the marble 
floor. 

Above them, the dummy watched, peeking through the 
rails of the balcony. Gladys laid crooked on the steps 


moaning, her face pale white, smeared in blood. The front 
of her neck was sweat and lines and spats of crimson. Her 
yellow shirt was covered in red. The stretch pants had torn 
almost completely off, exposing her frail, spongy legs 
smeared in Jason’s blood that had dripped on the stairs. 
She tried to tilt her head up but couldn’t. Her white puff of 
hair shook as she wheezed desperate breaths. She made a 
wailing sound. 

The dummy pushed through the bars of the railing and 
lunged down onto Evans’s shoulders. Evans yanked 
backwards. “What the shit!” He screamed flailing, shooting 
into the air, thin legs in slacks and little loafers swinging 
side to side. 

The dummy stabbed into his neck with the bowie knife. 
Evans clutched his throat in shock as blood sprayed across 
the room and he dropped to the floor, his eye fluttering. 
The dummy stood up and grabbed the handle of his blood- 
soaked blade, yanking it out of Evan's throat. 

A ribbon of red hair drooped across his small face and 
with a tiny hand he brushed it back over his gleaming, icy 
blue eyes. He hobbled towards Jason who was trying to sit 
up. Jason screamed a short, desperate sound as he 
squeezed along the barrel of the musket. His hands 
struggled to grip. They were slippery with his blood. 
Trembling, he got his finger on the trigger and aimed the 
musket, and shot. 

Blowing the dummy’s head open. Red streamers of hair 
confettied out like wispy fireworks. The dummy went to the 
floor. 

Its plastic skull was missing half the forehead, cracked 
along the open edges in zig zag shatters. His face was an 
open eggshell and hollow inside. One eye was completely 
closed with the eyelid bobbing shut over it. Jason sighed 
and took a desperate breath, still gripping the musket, he 
laid it on his lap. He looked at the arrow in his leg and tried 
to pull it out. More blood came and he clenched his teeth. 


The dummy began wiggling. Jason’s lungs expanded 
with hot electric air as he wheezed in and out frantically. 
He tried to sit up and aim the musket, but he couldn’t lift 
his arms. The dummy sat up and struggled to stand. 
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ason’s vision was going, and he felt cold all over. The 

dummy smiled, gawking. Jason watched in wild terror, 

unable to move, as the dummy walked slowly towards 
him, staring with one good eye. The red comb-over was 
mostly gone, only a few sprigs of hair left atop the gaping 
hole around his head. He leaned over Jason, looking down 
as he straightened his bow tie, spattered with crimson dots 
of blood. 

The dummy said. “Do you remember when you were a 
kid, Jason and I’d sleep with you every night? And we’d 
have so much fun together? Do you remember that?” 

Jason looked at him vacantly and started to shake. The 
color was draining from his body and his lips and ears were 
going cold and purple. 

The dummy glared. “You’ve turned into a rotten adult. A 
selfish, rotten grown man.” He plunged the bowie knife into 
Jason’s heart. Jason stared up at the ceiling blankly. The 
dummy leaned over him and got on his little knees. Jason’s 
blood started seeping into the dummy’s fluffy, white socks. 
He petted Jason’s head and slumped over on his shoulder. 

Officer Smith finally came in through a back window 
after breaking it open. He ran into the living room, and to 
the foyer, gun aimed. At first, he saw Gladys laying on the 


stairs, gasping, moaning. And then Jason, a large knife in 
the center of his chest. Blood all over him. He was staring 
up and empty, holding his leg, an arrow sticking out of his 
thigh, and the long gun by his lap. There was a large doll 
lying next to him on the floor. Detective Evans was face 
down. Smith went to Evans and turned him over, careful 
not to take his eyes off of the woman who was gasping for 
air. 

“Help.” She wheezed. 

Smith ignored her. He had seen her coming down the 
stairs with the knife. He looked closely at his partner. 
Detective Evans was dead. His throat had been cut and the 
massive pool of blood draining under him was too much. 
Smith looked at Jason, blood covering his torso down to his 
shoes, and all around him, encircling his whole body. Smith 
grabbed his radio, called for backup again, and now he 
could hear the sirens of the River Oaks police, making their 
way down Willowick Rd. 

Smith looked at the strange doll the young man had next 
to him. He held it. Its gaping, flesh-colored, open cave of a 
head and shocks of red hair. Its big, white-teeth mouth. 
Missing one tooth, smiling. The red suspenders and 
bloodied light blue bow tie caught him off guard, stirring 
something inside him. The blood-soaked socks and the tiny 
toddler-sized loafers with tassels. 

Yes, the head was damaged, broken, and hollow on one 
side. But it was amused, with that gap-tooth grin, smiling 
wide and excited. One bright, glassy blue eye looked at 
him. For some reason, Smith wanted to put his hand in the 
dummy’s back. 


